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In August 2004, New York City was appropriated by 
the Republican Party National Convention (RNC). One 
of the highlights was Laura Bush’s appearance on the 
podium. She wore a turquoise colored skirt and jacket, 
reminiscent of a fifties cut. Her accent, that wholesome 
house-wifey southern one. The way she spoke of her 
husband, her family, of America—the fifties quotations 
are serving a purpose, for sure not a nostalgic one.

In Todd Haynes film Far from Heaven (2002), 
itself a take on Douglas Sirk’s film Imitation of Life 
(1959), we find another supportive housewife with a 
successful husband and healthy kids. Abandoned by 
her homosexual husband, she starts seeing her black 
gardener, and brings him to the local museum’s latest 
art-show. As she transitions from perfection and a status 
of prominence into a social outcast, her convictions of 

goodness safely stand. While 
Haynes works with stereotypical 
values from the fifties to nuance 
preconceived societal ideas, 
the RNC co-opts the rhetoric 
of the tolerant home-maker, 
with an understanding of all 
kinds of social injustices, while 
visually suggesting a weave of 
Technicolor-ideology and the 
values an accent brings along.

Every generation is saying the 
same thing over and over, but in 
its own particular way. What if 
one generation would say exactly 
the same thing in the exact same 
way as a previous generation? 
What if this previous generation 
itself was already a copy of an 
earlier generation?

ULTRA-RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

Seth Price did exactly this. In 2004 he ‘re-appropriated’ 
a Martha Rosler piece and titled it: 2 for 1 (2002). 
In his review of the exhibition “Notes on Renewed 
Appropriationism,” (Artforum, May 2004) Bruce Hainley 
wrote in reference to the piece: “Better to recall Douglas 
Sirk, with his Imitation of Life (1959), itself a remake, 
which showed how imitation and ‘appropriation’ 
cause unruly ruptures in the structures of family, 
gender, sexuality, and race.” The power of imitation 
or “appropriation” in both Price’s work and the RNC’s 
decision about how to frame Mrs. Bush, seems to lie 
elsewhere—in the reader’s response. We are supposed 
to engrain Laura Bush’s honest wholesome image with 
American family values of the fifties.
 
Hainley overlooks the actual gesture of the ‘re-frame’ 
and goes straight in cage. Commenting on the content 
of Rosler’s video, Hainley writes, “one might find 
the pleasure principle at work in Rosler’s ‘political’ 
montage, but mass culture has long been sorting 
through such politico-aesthetic transferences, and 
the effect here is nostalgic rather than challenging.” 
Looking like a review of Rosler’s work from a strange 

position in time, this symptom of nostalgia exposes a 
desire in the viewer. Who is nostalgic here, longing 
for a past, unfulfilled revolutionary potential? It is not 
the Republican Party. They are already home. Maybe 
Hainley is not so much into copies after all. The original 
is supposedly always better…  

Hainley points out that curator Lauri Firstenberg does 
not succeed in articulating the idea of re-appropriation 
in her essay accompanying “Notes on Renewed 
Appropriationism”. To him, she merely juxtaposes 
shiny objects and fails to highlight the political 
relevance. Looks more like formalism at play rather 
than a classic conceptual quality with hard-to-digest 
content. Having dumped the concept of appropriation 
into history’s graveyard, this work is not simply about 
the medium. The power of formalism is used as a tool 
to revive sedimentary layers of signification. Formal 
distortions and an disrespectful play with the material 
and techniques are done in order to set loose a violent 
slipping of signification. 

Rather than deconstructing advertisement’s myths and 
semiotic analysis, common practice in the 1980s, the 
structural semantic glue is ripped open and exposed 
by the use of the audience, some twisted relational 
aesthetic. Participatory reactions of viewers are spit 
straight back in to our own faces. Shiny objects mirror 
the provoked, self-reflective readings, making the RNC 
manipulations feel almost innocent by comparison. 
Publicly subsidized violence was never high on the 
agenda of a winning political party. 

Though Firstenberg may have lost her trace onto 
something good, it is all about shiny objects, just as 
much as it is about a turquoise dress. Something is 
let loose, the turquoise dress ended up fucking the 
gardener, but by then the limelight had shifted its spot to 
the California Governor, with his heavy Austrian accent, 
rambling on about girlie-men. We all knew who really 
was talking: The Terminator. 

FORMALISM SIGNIFIES PLAY

Guyton/Walker’s collaborative show “The Failever 
of Judgement Part III” in Spring 2005 felt oddly 
oppressive, almost deceitfully intoxicating. The mood is 
calypso. Ridiculous coconut lamps decorate the tops of 
one-gallon cans containing what could be toxic paint. 
Each can features labels of scanned juicy fruits, such as 
cut up kiwis and potent bananas, set against a black 
background (by default since the lid must be left open). 
They are erotically slick like crushed Hustler images 
passing unnoticed by any censorship. Other cans have 
labels with happy brands such as Energy Vitamin Water. 
What appears healthy on the surface is actually quite 
contaminated and degenerate. Surrounded by upbeat 
colors, like luminous orange and lime green, the room 
vibrates in a request: “Everybody happy!”—forcing 
a dentist-bleached smile onto the viewer. Those in 
attendance were offered Tequila, not “Ketel One” 
vodka, the brand name, which recurs throughout 
the exhibition—‘Hello Ketel One’—adding another 
dimension of fake cordial friendliness.

The exhibition invites one to see double: the 
collaboration of two artists, replicated in the image 
of the balancing-chairs-act by two other collaborators 
(Fischli & Weiss). The so-called paintings, ink-jet printed, 
silk-screened, and treated visceral surfaces, were 
hung in a deadpan repetitive manner inside the larger 
enclosed space. The added partition prevented proper 
ventilation, which in turn created an unbearably tropical 
atmosphere. It also obfuscated a clear view from the 
outside through its two-way mirror. Only shadows of 
paintings and visitors were discernible, which added to 
the disorientation.

This is horrible graphic design. Imitational design of 
some avant-garde aesthetic—covered up information, 
distorted logos. Nothing is straight. The jet-set 
personage featured on the painting with the red, 
stained “Geneva” ad; the rehearsed smiles, really no 
smiles at all, speak rather of a ‘life style’—a bloody 
life style at that. This ‘canvas’ cannot even stand alone. 
It is supported by two of the cans. These expressive, 
playful detonations are not without violence. Repeated 
imagery depicts knives in combination with the slogan 
‘Dear Ketel One Drinker,’ printed in the brand’s 
signature typeface. Too close for comfort to some 
Third Reich clad text, in shrieking red, matching 
techno colors. The ‘happy’ quality of the show 
returns, in a ‘bad ass’ way, via the Naziesque flags 
hung throughout the space, sneakily urging us to 
‘get together, get wasted, and celebrate some quite 
dissonant universe.’

Elaborate labor has gone into creating the visual 
“effects”, a re-invented formalism (of sorts) emerges; 
the effect has been fused with the content. A few texts 
discussed the material aspects of this work in detail1 
along the lines of old-school formalist oriented art 
writing. The work plays with the idea of ‘pure medium,’ 
closer to ‘pure’ web-design, where the digital effect is 
structural to the medium, such as metallic font treatments 
and drop shadows. Early avant-garde graphics also 
operate along these lines.

Instead of erasing (the Rauschenberg/de Kooning 
move), here we have scanning and layering. Layers 
covering and uncovering, covering more or less, there is 
no attempt to control the spread of semination (as good 
advertisers might). Instead it is left open; eternally chain 
linking, killing off single horizon acts like the RNC. The 
result is a no result, an entropic contradiction. Stuck 
with the laugh in our throats, we already know how the 
act of the balancing chairs will end. 

RE-USE IT – ABUSE IT

Content is not contained like an onion, which you 
peel layer after layer. The layers are Photoshop 
layers—opaque or transparent, virtual and very 
tangible. In Kelley Walker’s case, a collector receives 
a Photoshop file with layers. The bottommost layer is 
the non-editable, white background, which provides no 
transcendence in any ordinary sense. In an allegorical 
reading2, one text is read through another, through 
a layer, shifting the location from which meaning is 
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relayed. Chronologically layered depth is used rather 
than making the text transparent.

Walker’s piece Schema: Aquafresh plus Crest with 
Tartar Control (2003) uses race riot images from the 
1960s combined with layers of toothpaste, squirted 
directly on the scanner. Reading them through Warhol’s 
race riot pieces, which use similar imagery, does not 
let us into the unconscious realm of buried sense. 
Neither would his shiny Rorschach images. The depth 
is virtual (not even a quarter inch), making for surface 
readings of layers flattened for production. Rather we 
encounter our pseudo-conscious, mass-cultured consumer 
minds already thoroughly excavated. The literacy of 
the audience is exploited and abused to the point of 
ejaculating a proliferation of significations. Beneath the 
spurted toothpaste, the layers of the image rampage 
over layers of tropes and possibilities for meaning-
production, suggesting no one will be THE one. There 
is no interest in approximating a closure—the issue lies 
elsewhere. More like speaking in “allergy”—the sense 
is expelled with the force of an allergic reaction like the 
toothpaste discharge.

One recycles a used item and so decides its path to 
dissolution. Walker’s recycling of images and sense-
making compromises the viewer (even if opting out of 
altering the image layers) by making them participate 
and by playing with the system’s rules of circulation and 
distribution. Submitting us to re-enactment therapy as 
opposed to the happy gathering of ‘90s social relational 
works, meaning is re-use, wrong use, or any use. This 
eco-art looks like mock-play without hygienic Green 
Peace pieces. The work mimics ‘it’, echoing worn out 
representational strategies, without (like the former) 
affirming current cultural ideologies or being usurped by 
them, like a hyperventilating freak, re-circulating known 
sign-to-sign-relations. What may, at first glance, look 
like a nostalgic feel for appropriation, following all the 
correct visual rules, is rather an employed formalism, 
spreading allergens. It is not about mourning but about 
playing. 

POLITICAL ART = TASTEFUL ART 

The tools of appropriation morphed into political 
correctness in the ‘1990s, when political came to mean 
consciousness of any little rat hole of injustice on the 
globe. The work of Mai-Thu Perret and Wade Guyton 
goes into the opposite direction. Excluding the ‘real’, 
both utilize visuals and objects of design from the early 
avant-gardes. These items were originally used as 
propaganda for a new society and way of life, though 
these societal forms have long since been discarded as 
non-viable. 

In Guyton’s Untitled Action Sculpture (Chair) (2001), 
a shiny Breuer chair has been disfigured  – violence 
to a form becomes violence to an ideology. The 
inoperative component does double duty as both ‘form’ 
and ‘content’, the hybrid being ‘meaningful forms’. If, 
in Conceptual art content is to determine the form, a 
formalist approach is all about ‘material’ and ‘process’. 
Subject matter, politics, and figuration are to be left out. 

The action in this case is the subject matter: a cover of 
a Pollock attack, sneaking in subject matter, politics, via 
the figure of the unusable chair.

Consider Perret’s 4 Sculptures of Pure Self-Expression 
(The Arts and Crafts Movement), (2003). What look 
like black, shiny, ceramic, everyday objects of the real 
world from a distance, become upon closer inspection 
similar shapes connected to each other in similar ways. 
Variations without any possible use. The mentioning in the 
title of the 19th century Arts and Craft Movement brings 
to mind the romantic vision for a new society by William 
Morris and John Ruskin. While crafts have served for 
centuries as a terrain of self-expression for women, they 
are not ordinarily assessed according to their expressive 
qualities. Instead the precious hand-made quality is 
here turned into formal, modular ‘re-takes’. It becomes a 
mechanical exercise with minimal expression. Reminiscent 
of the Bauhaus (where Breuer taught) with similar 
convictions on teaching color and form. These sculptures 
parasite off of worn-out models of visionary propaganda, 
the ideas a form can set in motion.

REPEAT IT – MAKE IT ORIGINAL

In 1979, Sherri Levine re-photographed photographs by 
Walker Evans. Some of the original photographs were 
of his sons. The appropriation resulted in a dismissed 
court case. Similarly, Michelangelo could not apply 
this logic to sue Evans, nor the many imitators of David 
since then. I was once at a panel where Douglas Crimp 
spoke of Levine’s images. Upon admitting he owned 
these photographs and hung in his bedroom, Crimp told 
a story of a lover who took the images at face-value: 
naked young boys. Adding an eerie layer in the ‘90s 
PC era, while Levine ‘captured’ the boys, Crimp in turn 
‘caged’ them. Today Price reverts the positions in his 
re-screening of the Rosler piece much the same way 
capitalism always adjusts to destabilizing tendencies. 

Another piece by Price: palettes inscribed with various 
generically written signatures (only first names) of well-
known female artists, such as Martha for Rosler, Sherrie 
for Levine, or Lee Lee Lee as in Krassner, Lozano and 
Bontecou. They are ambivalently hovering between a 
cheering salute and an informal familiarity verging on 
irreverence. Authenticity re-used. Is he aestheticizing a 
formerly potent weapon? Is it neo-feminism raising the 
stakes, or…?

Josh Smith has made a series of pieces from his palettes. 
They are ‘paintings’ made by looking the other way, 
surfaces for the making of others. How long can one 
keep up one’s disinterest, leaving out intentionality and 
gesture as we know it? These are no surrogate images. 
They are secondary, made from use. The paint ended 
up where it ended up through the process of something 
else.

Prefabricated obsessional neurosis—Josh Smith 
repeatedly paints his name ‘Josh Smith’ on canvas 
after canvas, stuttering the idea of the signature. What 
would look by itself like the marker of authenticity, 
in this mechanized way starts to erode the fetishism 

of originality while simultaneously reifying a kind of 
“difference”—a difference produced by the sameness 
in the imprint. Looking like lyrical attempts, the chronic 
indifference and mass production are forging painterly, 
expressionistic signs.

FORMALISM AS CRITICALITY

Craig Owens’ “The Allegorical Impulse – Towards a 
Theory of Postmodernism – Part 2” discusses how the 
trope of the allegory functions as a distancing device: 
reading one text through another it highlights an 
irretrievably lost past. The image of the ruin is described 
as the ultimate nostalgic ideal of the allegory. Similar 
to irony it cultivates a distance between the work and 
the viewer. However allegory does so in a more static 
and general manner. It always points to the meta-textual 
level. One example from the same time, from Douglas 
Crimp’s essay “Pictures”3, is Troy Brauntuch’s installation 
pieces displaying “appropriated”, enlarged, and staged 
images of Hitler sleeping in a car. 

The classic image of Mussolini and his mistress hanging 
from a bridge toward the end of WWII is used in Adam 
McEwens piece Untitled (A-line) (2003). The grandiosity 
of the presentation encourages a fascistic reading 
similar to Brauntuch’s piece. Is it an attempt to imitate? 
The gesture is different, the image seems new, it has 
been turned upside down—a twofold sacrilege or re-
erection. The hanging corpses are doing the dance—a 
funny one. I am smiling at the twisted contortions, forced 
back to my reading of the piece. My smile reminds me 
of the smiles of the soldiers taking pictures in the Abu 
Ghraib Prison. Not stopping at the reading of cultural 
codes and representation as in the Brauntuch, here 
the participatory reading of the viewer discloses a 
co-dependency, where the viewer’s take is part of the 
work—a formalist ultra-relational aesthetic. 

What was once content became a look; a design, here 
(re)run as content, whether this act is called re-cycling, 
imitation, or cover-making. Techno-color nostalgia or 
retro-quality time—these are the subliminal ways of the 
best propaganda machine in history: The Republican 
Party. Now, we don’t turn our leaders upside down. In 
pretty turquoise dresses and cowboy boots—more than 
just a look—we extended their turn-around time.

1See for example the essays of Fabrice Stroun and Johanna  
Burton in The Failever Judgment, Zurich: JRP/Ringier, 2005.
2See for example Craig Owens, “The Allegorical Impulse:  
Towards a Theory of Postmodernism – Part 2,”  
October 13 (Summer 1980) pp. 58-80.
3Douglas Crimp, “Pictures,” October 8, (Spring 1979), 
pp. 75-88.
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Christophe Cherix

To Josh / With the author’s apologies

The moral life of man forms no part of the subject-matter of the artist, but the morality of art consists in the perfect use of an imperfect medium.

No artist has ethical sympathies. An ethical sympathy is an artist in an unpardonable mannerism of style.

No artist is ever morbid. The artist can express everything.

Thought and language are the best instruments of an art.

Vice and virtue are to the artist materials for an art.

All art is at once surface and symbol.

Those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril.

Those who read the symbols do so at their peril.

It is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors.

Diversity of opinion about a work of art shows that the work is new, complex, and vital.

When critics disagree the artist is in accord with himself.

We can forgive a man for making a useful thing as long as he does not admire it. The only excuse for making a useless thing is that one admires it intensely.

All art is quite useless.

Excerpted from the preface of « The Picture of Dorian Gray » by Oscar Wilde
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To be with Art is all we ask…
Gilbert and George the sculptors Autumn 1970

Oh Art, what are you? You are so strong and powerful, so beautiful and moving.  You make us walk around and around, pacing the city at all hours, in and 
out of our Art for All room.  We really do love you and we really do hate you.  Why do you have so many faces and voices? You make us thirst for you and 
then run from you escaping completely into normal life-: getting up, having breakfast, going to the work-shop and being sure of putting our mind and 
energy into making of a door or maybe a simple table and chair.  The whole life would surely be so easeful, so drunk with the normality of work and the 
simple pleasures of loving and hanging around for our lifetime.  Oh Art where did you come from, who mothered such a strange being.  For what kind of 
people are you -: are you for the feeble of mind, are you for the poor-at-heart, are you for those with no soul.  Are you a branch of nature’s fantastic 
network or are you an invention of some ambitious man?  Do you come from a long line of arts?  For every artist is born in the usual way and we have 
never seen a young artist.  Is to become an artist to be reborn, or is it a condition of life?  Coming slowly over a person like daybreak. It brings the 
art-ability to do this funny thing and shows you new possibilities for feelings and scratching at oneself and surroundings, setting standards, making 
you go into every scene and every contact, every touching nerve and all your senses.  And Art we are driven by you at incredible speed, ignorant of the 
danger you are pushing and dragging us into.  And yet Art, there is no going back, all road only go on and on.  We are happy for the good times that you 
give us and we work and wait only for these tidbits from your table.  If you only knew how much these mean to us, transporting from the depths of tragedy 
and black despair to a beautiful life of happiness, taking us where the good times are.  When this happens we are able to walk again with are heads held 
high.  We artists need only to see a little light through the trees of the forest, to be happy and working and back into gear again.  And yet, we don’t 
forget you.  Art, we continue to dedicate our artist-art to you alone, for you and your pleasure, for Art’s-sake.  We would honestly like to say to 
you, Art, how happy we are to be your sculptors.  We think about you all the time and feel very sentimental about you.  We do realize that you are what 
we really crave for, and many times we meet you in our dreams.  We have glimpsed you through the abstract world and tasted your reality.  One day we 
thought we saw you in a crowded street, you were dressed in a light brown suit, white shirt and a curious blue tie, you looked very smart but there was 
about your dress a curious wornness and dryness.  You were walking alone, light of step in a very controlled sense.  We are fascinated by the lightness 
of your face, your almost colourless eyes and your dusty-blonde hair.  We approached you nervously and then just as we neared you went out of sight for 
a second and then we could not find you again.  We felt sad and unlucky and at the same time happy and hopeful to have seen your reality.  We now feel 
very familiar with you, Art.  We have learned from many of the ways of life.  In our work of drawings, sculptures, living-pieces, photo-messages, written 
and spoken pieces we are always to be seen, frozen into a gazing for you.  You will never find us working physically with our nerves and yet we shall 
not cease to pose for you, Art.  Many times we would like to know what you would like of us, your messages to us are not always easily understood.  We 
realize that it cannot be too simple because of your great-complexity and all-meaning.  If at times we do not measure up or fulfil your wishes you must 
believe that it is not because we are unserious but only because we are artists.  We ask always for your help, Art, for we need much strength in this 
modern time, to be only artists of a life-time.  We know that you are above the people of our artistworld but we feel that we should tell you of the 
ordinariness and struggling that abounds and we ask you if this must be.  Is it right that artists should only be able to work for you for only the days 
when they are new, fresh and crisp.  Why can’t you let them pay homage to you for all their days, growing strong in your company and coming to know 
you better.  Oh Art, please let us all relax with you.  Recently Art, we thought to set ourselves the task of painting a large set of narrative views 
descriptive of our looking for you.  We like very much to look forward to doing it and we are sure that we are really right for you.
TO BE WITH ART IS ALL WE ASK.

Chosen by Josh Smith
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Looking for yourself…the who you are…”finding yourself ” in pulsing lights and fog… Are you 
looking at the night sky or the flash of neurons in peyote brain?… Vision quest of utopian cult…fact 
or fiction? Identity and radical politics found in utilitarian artifacts…props for outsider existence…
The desert is a fictive place…Mai-Thu Perret composes fictions of a utopia…a commune of women, 

who locate themselves through phenomenon…locating themselves in virtual space…presenting 
objects of compressed time…working through quasi-situations, quasi-cinemas…ceramic chakras…

sipping psychedelic tea from hand-thrown vessels…like a family…like ”The Family”…art as a 
metaphorical fiction of mind expansion…in the time before death …storming heaven…dealing 

with the irrational/rational of our existence, and how to define that existence by mentally dropping 
out of the mainstream and returning to the old way of life…if only in our thoughts.

Steven Parrino, 2003. 

From “The Return of the Creature”, 
catalogue essay for the eponymous 

exhibition at Künstlerhaus Palais Thurn 
und Taxis, Bregenz, Austria.
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On the picture taken on the occasion of an 
exhibition organized by Seth Siegelaub in 
January 1969, Robert Barry, Lawrence Weiner, 
Douglas Huebler and Joseph Kosuth adopt the 
pose of the worker, both intellectual and 
manual. The picture inscribes them in a 
long lineage of guys who wore jeans and blue 
overalls, and are as comfortable fighting 
about definitions around a bar table drinking 
beer as they are lifting pieces of lumber 
and riding motorcycles across the country. 
Together, they make up the last installment 
in the history of art in New York City, circa 
1969.  They look both tough and reflexive, 
like they’re really going on with something 
important. Looking at the picture I wonder 
what it would have been like to be one of 
them. I think of all the photographs I’ve 
seen of Soho in those days, how different it 
must have been then, when you could live in 
huge rundown lofts for 60 dollars a month. 
Back then the neighborhood was still a place 
for light industry, where things were made 
rather than sold, and walking through the 
wide and empty streets you could hear the 
clang of hammers, the sound of screws being 
driven in and of pieces of metal being cut 
apart. What was special about those guys 
was that they opted out of the game of “look 
here, my metal square is blacker and bigger 
than yours”, and pushed reduction the other 
way instead, decreeing that statements could 
do away with the object altogether. 

Lee Lozano was an artist who made conceptual 
pieces in the vein of the Weiner Kosuth 
gang, but also monochrome abstractions. She 
lived in New York at the same time than 
these people, was part of the same social 
scene, and took part in a number of the 
key exhibitions that would later define the 
“movement”. Her output is full of riddles, 
inconsistencies, jumps and gaps, but what 
comes through is an all-consuming anger, 
dressed in a bitter irony that left nothing 
unscathed, least of all herself. Looking at 
what has survived of conceptual art through 
books and monographs in 2004, it’s easy to 
forget how monolithic an obstacle gender 
was at the time. Lozano takes all that stuff 
and rubs it back in your face. Born Leonore 
Knaster in 1930, she changed her name to 

the androgynous “Lee” after marrying a man 
called Adrian Lozano in 1956. 

Today she’s mostly remembered for 
taking conceptual reduction to its most 
uncompromising extreme and leaving the art 
world with Dropout Piece in 1971, and for 
the fact that the piece also entailed a 
boycott of women which apparently lasted 
until her death1.

Of all the conceptual artists, she was the one 
who took the idea of the dissolution of the 
border between art and life most seriously, 
and that’s probably what makes her work so 
hard to deal with. Her conceptual pieces 
were direct extracts from her diaries and 
notebooks, where she jotted down illuminating 
quotes like Buckminster Fuller’s “As soon 
as I complete the drawing of a circle I wish 
to be outside of it”, or instructions like 
“Empty myself to receive cosmic info”. In 
Grass Piece Lozano tried to stay stoned for 
as long as her supply lasted (one month), 
to “see what happened”. In No-Grass piece 
she then weaned herself off the substance, 
and recorded the results. Masturbation 
Investigation2 involved masturbating at 
regular intervals using various materials, 
such as pornographic magazines and objects 
from tools to carrots. About this attempt 
she wryly noted that the carrot was the 
best because it was the most organic, but 
that “balling with objects  is the abyss.” 
The works investigates what happens when 
you take the Rimbaud quote, “Je est un 
autre”3 literally, and actually make it 
into a mantra for living4. Of course that 
sentence takes on a special ring if you’re 
a woman, living in a place where agency is 
a masculine word. Agency is the building of 
things, and Lozano knew it. In the light of 
that predicament language games seem tame, 
disingenuous. 

In conversations with friends about Lozano’s 
work we all agree that what we most like 
about the woman is that she was difficult, 
a foul-mouthed punk and a pain in the 
ass. In actuality accounts from that time5 
recall her being a reserved and soft-spoken 
person, but then girls are used to this kind 

of discrepancy between outside and inside. 
She was obsessed with sex, too, and by the 
kind of power dynamics that it radiates 
in all directions. This awareness seems to 
have always been there. Her sketches and 
paintings from the early 60s are huge, nasty 
things filled with tools, wrenches, hammers 
and nails that are strangely tumescent and 
personified. In one drawing you see a woman’s 
legs drawn as a piggy bank, with a hand 
inserting a gleaming yellow coin in the 
slit of her cunt. In another drawing, the 
sign for “Canal Street” has the “C” crossed 
out, leaving the words “Anal Street.” Canal 
is the place where you get all your hardware 
in New York, and it makes sense that if a 
hammer can look like a cock then “Canal” 
could become “anal”. 

Lozano’s gradual self-erasure (since her 
name change was not actually an “artwork”) 
began with the General Strike Piece, where 
she resolved to “gradually but determinedly 
avoid being present at official or public 
uptown functions or gatherings related to 
the art world to pursue investigation of 
total personal and public revolution“, and 
culminated in the now proverbial Drop Out 
piece of 1971. She called that work “the 
hardest piece that I have ever done” and 
said she did it to “get over my habit of 
emotional dependency on love.” It’s morbid 
to take someone like Lozano for a heroine. 
When I read what I have written and think 
about her life, I can’t escape feeling 
guilty for taking part in the kind of 
industry that specializes in the romantic 
hagiography of artists who had a hard time. 
Lozano’s biography, by all accounts, was a 
colossal personal and societal failure. Of 
course you want to separate the two, but 
by virtue of the work’s quality, and her 
intelligence, it’s almost impossible to do. 
What I know, however, is that she was as 
good an artist as any of her conceptualists 
peers, and that no retrospective in a big 
museum with a big catalogue will ever right 
the wrongs that were inflicted upon her and 
which she inflicted upon herself. 

Berlin, December 2004
Published in MetropolisM, Amsterdam

Mai-Thu Perret on Lee Lozano

(Footnotes)
1 According to 
the legend, 
she would 
even refuse 
to be served 
by female 
waitresses.
2 All the 
Language pieces 
described in 
this paragraph 
were made in 
1969
3 trans. “I is 
another” or 
“I is someone 
else”
4 They also 
form of a 
kind of 
ongoing social 
chronicle on 
the New York 

art scene, cf. 
Conversation 
Piece or Real 
Money Piece, 
but there is 
little space to 
get into this 
aspect here.
5 cf. Seth 
Siegelaub, “I 
have a memory 
of Lee as a 
sort of quiet, 
soft-spoken, 
shy person”, 
in Susanne 
Neuburger 
and Hedwig 
Saxenhuber 
eds., Kurze 
Karrieren 
(Cologne: 
Walther König, 
2004)
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It’s 2004. Just as Iggy sang in ‘1969’, there 
is nothing to do all across the USA. With 
a retro logic we could label this time 
the Fall of Diverted Information, or the 
Power of Oil. Looking for contemporary 
strategies, Seth Price’s show at Reena 
Spaulings gallery doesn’t operate in 
revival mode.

Upon entering the show, one sees several 
sheets of plastic hanging on the walls. 
Some sheets are blue with velvety 
flocking, like a late, misconceived flower-
power contribution; others are gold, a 
sexy pearlescent skin color, or white, 
vacuum-formed under heat, all traces of 
production left intact. There are three 
recurring shapes on the sheets. One is 
the form of a single breast, reminiscent 
of Duchamp’s prier a toucher. This hard, 
pliable plastic may be touched in the 
stack of sheets leaning by the gallery 
entrance, where their visual function has 
been eclipsed by their empty behinds 
on display. Other pieces show the form 
of a small encaged fist, bulging out in a 
feeble effort to burst through, no cries for 
justice can be heard. “2004” is embossed 
on several sheets in a straight Franklin 
Gothic-like typeface, not spray painted as 
with ‘old school’ political slogans, rather 
semi-elegant, sad, in a Warholesque 
repeat, without empowering the sign, no 
climax in sight. 

The colors of the sheets and their 
relief shapes make one think of Yves 
Klein, whose ‘trademark’ blue has here 
morphed into a plastic surface with a 
vegetation pattern, French Revolution 
lily style. Klein staged his show Le 
Vide in 1958. His opening presented 
an empty gallery, with the surrounding 
circumstances considered all the way 
down to the drinks, which were blue: 
proposing to the audience to see what we 

don’t see and not see what we expect to 
see; an invisibility. In classic Klein spirit, 
Price’s invite is purposefully considered 
as integral to the show. A gig poster to 
bring home as a souvenir: a direct, albeit 
black and white, take on Hipgnosis’s 
classic cover for Pink Floyd’s Dark Side 
of the Moon album, the gray spectrum 
of which recurs in semi-transparent vinyl 
on the shop window (the gallery used 
to be a shop). Looking like an artificial, 
gray-striped sunset, this gradient bars, in 
increments, peeking in from the outside, 
sifting light to the inside, making all less 
or more visible. 

How does one speak or circulate 
information with invisible Internet filters 
making our choices? It is a different mode 
than Kundera’s ciphered postcards in 
the Prague spring of 1968. In the former 
Soviet Union, the coded way of omitting 
details was directly decodable if you 
knew how. Now, pushing of meaning and 
encoding in (post) capitalist information 
society, where nothing is what it seems 
(but it is nothing else either); an eternal 
circulation of rhetoric or ways of saying 
“it”. The medium is not the message. 
Price uses references to art as if for 
rhetorical or political means, instead of 
using, as is customary in an art context, 
the outer world. The effect is a focus on 
the signification slides, rather than on 
societal issues.

In the far end of the room is a 
‘merchandise table’, as if one were at 
a concert, with items such as books of 
lyrics, t-shirts silk-screened with the 
artist’s and the gallery’s names, as well 
as a ‘logo’ from a Jihad video on the 
internet, and a stack of black CDs. 
According to the checklist, the CDs 
contain downloaded footage depicting 
the 2004 beheading of an American 

journalist by Pakistani fundamentalists, a 
file which the FBI had been trying to bar 
from flowing freely on the internet. To 
see what is not simply a black, circular, 
stacked, formalist shape, one has to 
purchase it, for the reasonable price of 
$10 – a weak sales pitch by corporate 
standards – or be left believing we’ve 
been voluntarily filtered away. 

Other stacked CDs support three flat, 
equally-sized glass panels, mounted 
on what looks like corporate, imitation 
marble, or maybe the surface of the 
moon. I am told the images are scans 
of bread. It looks moldy. The panels 
alter the function of the CDs, from 
information bearers into bearers of 
something altered that looks like 
something fake. Information collapses 
into material. On one of the panels is a 
transparent frozen puddle, like vertically 
positioned cum, which runs neither up 
nor down. It is liquid glass: see-through to 
see what you already think you see. Right 
next to it, sort of pouring over the old 
coat-rack structure inherent to the gallery, 
is a sheet of safety glass, broken but all 
clinging together. Not fully splintered, 
as in the accidentally-broken large glass 
by Duchamp – no release – yet not all 
together in its perfect original state. The 
title Fuck You, You Fucking Fuck, speaks 
of unreleased, misdirected or omni-
directional anger: impotently it doesn’t go 
anywhere, like hanging glass too cracked 
to see through. Once the title – taken 
from a popular New York tourist tee 
– was circulated in print reviews it was 
switched to ‘NTSC’, the American video 
standard, creating a rip in the distribution 
of information.

On the floor, a video in which Richard 
Serra and Robert Smithson discuss their 
faith in the art market is screened on a 

new Panasonic TV/DVD player still in 
its styrofoam packaging and box. Both 
merchandise and video have a virginal air 
around them, as they have never been 
seen before. Both have been diverted 
from their original function. The video 
has been altered with a digital video 
transition, created by Price, with the 
appearance of black opaque liquid, 
flowing like oil, sensually wiping the 
image in and out with no cuts. Like the 
perfect commercial: we are captured, 
remaining to see the next wipe of the 
scene – a discussion dragging on with no 
climax – while keeping our gaze on the 
product, prisoner in its styrofoam case, 
submissively inviting scrutiny from any 
angle from its upturned position on the 
floor. 

We don’t see what we see. The interface 
doesn’t take us anywhere. Liquids 
don’t flow well, black oil is turned into 
plastic, bread looks like the moon, and 
the spectral light has been drained of 
all color. The dark side of black shiny 
CDs is conceivable, but not visible. 
Transparency and opacity are not useful 
in understanding the information. The 
logic is warped, it is not making sense. 
This is not ‘rebus art’, although it may 
seem as if knowing that this is an image 
of bread and not ‘fake’ marble makes 
you feel sane and temporarily in control 
– more on the bright side of the moon 
– as if having ceased the circulation of 
possible significations. Here is a constant 
diversion of the channels of circulation 
of signs, barring possibilities for making 
sense. No satisfaction in sight, an infertile 
terrain, the original purpose or function of 
so many elements temporarily obstructed: 
this show is perverted. “It is 2004, baby.”

Seth Price – Not Making Sense
Fia Backstroem
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1  Here is an operation. In 1988, the composer Steve Reich, whom you might 
say was at one point a minimalist, used the relatively new technology of the 
sampler to create a work based on the digitized human voice. The composition 
employed entire phrases and sentences, the cadences of which dictated the 
melodies. Listen to what’s being said: testimonials by Holocaust survivors, 
overburdened with meaning, unassailable.  Then spin those stuttering voices 
into avant garde music… Well, a thing only really appears when it is turned 
into a weapon. “Ovens, showers, lampshades, soap”: an innocuous group of 
words, unless we’re told that the context is Germany in the 1940s. 

Where to locate the power in this operation? Is the violence here inherent 
to sampling? In the realm of music, certainly, sampling is often viewed as 
a criminal act. According to this logic, an original is somehow violated by 
the creation of its double, and this process is symptomatic of a lamentable 
cultural slide from representation to repetition. Sampling, however, is not 
interested in repetition. Its sole purpose is the creation of new, discrete events. 
With the extension of the digital into every sphere of life, each reproduction 
is an original, each sample a new beginning, the first in an infinite sequence 
of beginnings. This is where the power of sampling is to be found, and this 
is why it is attended by cultural anxieties, anxieties widely mistaken as 
copyright-related, which is to say, money-motivated, but more likely arising 
from concerns about the implications of instrumentalizing human expression. 
In any case, there is no longer such a thing as a copy.

Artists, universally recognized as experts in the field of human expression, 
have naturally been quick to address these issues. If sampling may be 
understood as the process of using appropriated documents as raw material 
for context-abuse, might this not be true of all good art?  Given the relatively 
early intrusion of the digital into the realm of music, the reaction of musicians 
to the introduction of the sampler makes for a good case study. However, it 
will be useful to first review music’s own peculiar relationship to reproduction, 
seen through some historical anecdotes.1  After all, one dreams all day just as 
in the night.

2  “Intellectual property” as regards most written material was codified in 
Europe in the sixteenth century, a response to the new text-copying technology 

of print. The old written laments about ephemerality, which measured no 
more than the distance between writing and sensuality, suddenly fell silent. 
It was almost a hundred years, however, before this notion took hold in the 
world of music, before a composer could actually own a particular musical 
composition. Previously, songs were understood to be common property, 
and, what’s more, mutable, much in the way computer programs were first 
understood as communal efforts to be shared, re-worked, and re-released. 
Facts are, after all, opinions.

Although in this respect music initially lagged behind the printed word, 
it soon leapt ahead. Text-copying has aged gracefully since the dawn of 
intellectual property; after all these years of stately change, its main exponent 
remains the printed page. Music, on the other hand, has been subject all 
along to sudden shifts in the controlled reproduction and dissemination of 
recorded material. 

Take the history of opera. Toscanini arrived at La Scala and wrought 
numerous changes, with the result that opera is now the consummate 
bourgeois form. Prior to his arrival the orchestra had played on the same level 
as the audience, which was a crowd with none of the docile characteristics 
of today’s opera-goers, rather, a mob, talking, eating, jesting: “Let us meet 
at the opera and then decide whence to go...”, “Well-met, friend, pray 
share this flagon...”, “Indeed”, “Scubberdegullion”, etc. Of course, the time 
was right for these changes, for the bourgeoisie happened to be achieving 
its supreme moment of privatization and interiority, the goal of which was 
space for fantasy. Architecture, the model in Western metaphysics, is the 
necessary corollary to ritual, which would otherwise be heathen by definition. 
Toscanini aligned opera not simply with the house, but with a particular kind 
of space readily outfitted with the kinds of faux-aristocratic props necessary 
for bourgeois fantasy. These props, this whole process, may be seen as a kind 
of repetition and depletion. In that case, reproducing the signs or artifacts 
of the artistocracy perpetrates a thing made somehow poor in the process 
of reproduction. To denigrate something as a “copy” is to argue against this 
depletion of forms. On the other hand, it is true that aristocracies keep alive 
those endangered pleasures that repel the bourgeoisie, and it is possible that 
cultured people are merely the glittering scum which floats upon a deep river 

of production. Toscanini’s violent changes can be said to have preserved the 
opera form, for the empty gestures of ritual are a force of preservation, just as 
death is the romanticizing principle in life. This is the lumber of life. 

3  If architecture is the model in Western metaphysics, we are in some sense 
the inhabitors of older buildings, and ours is the business of living in a ruined 
house.  It is useful to interrogate the use of the word ruin, a word which splits. 
On the one hand, it may refer to the sort of ancient structures cherished in the 
early nineteenth century: squalid, overgrown, graffiti-covered, surveyed at 
sunset for best effect.  It may also, however, indicate those same ruins today: 
scrubbed free of graffiti, restored and conserved, made lucrative, seen only in 
the full daylight of “open hours”. 

In the first example, ruin implies benign decay, and in the other, active 
preservation, make-work, and industry2. Locating pleasure in benign decay is 
a perversion, as these structures are useless, and, moreover, wasteful: a spilling 
of seed, like gay sex. All that which is not made useful and which serves no 
profitable function can be seen as the unrecuperable waste of a society. 

However, this waste is also a force that crystallizes society’s blockages. 
Consider the Boston Museum of Science display of “petrified lightning”, a 
lumpy brown rod which is composed of nothing but sand fused in an instant 
of extreme heat. The exhibit stands only for a fetish of damage, of waste 
material. A process is mystified, replaced by a ruin under glass.

In the era of the picturesquely crumbling abbey or castle, poetry was king 
of the arts, and it was this form that drew all the radical young dudes.  A 
century later, on the other side of Modernism, in an age when any ancient 
scrap-heap is carefully made over according to an image of safety and security, 
music is the art toward which all the others aspire, and it is here that young 
romantics gather. What accounts for this change? As with the adoption of 
ideas of intellectual property, the schematic shifts in music lag behind those 
of the written word. This is the lake of our feeling. 

The clearest way to trace the recent ascendance of the digital is by examining 
music, as this is where we now are able to locate picturesquely crumbling ruins.  
The Classical style, which is often said to stretch from Haydn to Beethoven, 
can be understood as a single unbroken lineage in which Brahms writes with 

Unique Source  All Natural Suicide Gang  -Seth Price
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1 These comparative examples will, however, only tell us 
so much, as the terms seem to bifurcate. For instance, 
take the term History. As a narrative of progress, it 
points to the future, but as a memory or memorial, it 
points to the past. So, then, is the Golden Age ahead of 
us, or behind us?  To those who decry Utopia as a futile 
project, or, worse, one whose failures brought us the 
horrors of the last century, you might consider replying: 

we are in a Utopian moment, each moment is a Golden 
Age, a new beginning, the first in an infinite series. 
Sampling as a resistance to fragmentation? Oh, the 
schemes that go through my consciousness, like wine 
through water, and alter the color of my mind!
2 The French have a saying: the consumer has only three 
basic needs, to be safe, to be loved, to be beautiful. This is the 
desire of ruins today. 



Beethoven lurking over his shoulder. A carefully organized sequence of events, 
preserved on paper and embodied in the concert hall. The twentieth century, 
however, supplements this lineage with an exponentially growing media-body 
based on the recorded signal, a manipulable archive open to any consumer. 
The digital copy crystallizes this development neatly, almost allegorically. 
It was not until the affront of the sampler that music really went to work 
anxiously mapping and itemizing the husks of metropolises constructed by 
earlier settlers: seeking a new Classicism, with all the hedonism that follows 
a period of calamity3. 

In any case, everything is reused.  Artists rummage through the toolkits 
of past artists for approaches they may make use of. The task is to take these 
instruments and with them fashion new tools. The object is to look for the 
use, not the meaning. You want a ‘fine art’ approach, you borrow the tool 
from commodity culture. If it’s done wrong, no problem, there is produced 
a nostalgia for the done-right way. For all these reasons, the modern notion 
of the renovated ruin may be more relevant than the nineteenth century 
picturesque model of majestic decay.

4  It still eludes me… what is so particular about the sampler? 
Take a close look at the economic and technological particulars of this 

electronic tool. In 1979, the first commercial sampler was put on the market 
for around $25,000. The Fairlight. What a name! Ha, ha, ha. The steep price 
was typical of these early machines, which were consequently purchased 
by institutions, mostly well-funded university composition labs. This was a 
brief period when the majority of people making sample-based music were 
classically-trained academic composers who recognized in the computer a 
spectacular means of testing their high-flying propositions.4 

This moment must be considered the apogee of the Modern movement 
in music, which all along had a tendency, as with the abstruse proposals 
of Schoenberg or Webern, to prescribe advanced theoretical training as a 
prerequisite for participation. Now, however, it was expected of students that 
they not only cultivate a familiarity with the usual histories and methodologies, 
but rely entirely on the academy for their production tools. Many bourgeois 
homes possessed a piano, but none a computer workstation. This was a 

natural endpoint to Modern music’s evolutionary chain, which thrived on a 
particular combination of technology, money, and control.5

The situation was fleeting, however. Once you introduce commercial 
technology, you let in the market, and things slip from your hands. Ten years 
after the introduction of the Fairlight, any academic composer could buy a 
decent sampler for under $1000, perhaps pairing it with a newly available 
personal computer to yield a versatile home studio. The same was of course 
true for any 20-year old making hip-hop6. The old model of the pyramid, the 
new model of the pancake. All this headlong change left a wake of wreckage 
and trauma, and, in academic computer music, a peculiar and un-repeatable 
niche, the equivalent of a geographically-isolated evolutionary zone where 
unique life forms emerge.

Around the same time sampling was introduced, the music industry 
developed “MIDI”, essentially a universal language allowing electronic 
music machines to synchronize and exchange information. This was a new 
coin of the realm, a currency of loins and coins, designed for swift, industry-
wide adoption, its features driven by commercial interests. The general 
concept had to be widely familiar rather than intelligible only to technicians 
or programmers. The public happens to be most comfortable with the piano, 
so MIDI was engineered to turn sounds on and off by pushing keys. Strike the 
key and trigger an event, which is immediately sequenced in a series of other 
events. A chain of control achieved through a simple depression. When I am 
depressed, there is power at work somewhere. 

The combination of sampled sounds, MIDI, and digital manipulation in 
general promised all sorts of possibilities.  However, many are interested in 
the idiom of a form, few in the grammar. It turns out that people don’t want 
distinctive sounds or sounds that have never been heard, they want sounds 
that correspond to phenomena already existing in the world. None, after all, 
is worse shod than the shoe maker’s wife7. Musicans wanted to emulate, to 
invoke reality at the touch of a finger, like paint straight from the tube. Brass, 
woodwinds, car crashes, breaking glass: invocations! The machine recalls 
events and dispatches them in a digital relay that is by nature simply on or 
off, making obsolete the weak frequency, the half-understood signal. A zero-
sum spell. 

5  Sampler-based music achieved its perfect expression early on, when it 
arrived at the idea of employing sampled human voice as an infinitely re-
pitchable synth-sound. An electronic keyboard simulates a piano, often noting 
even the force with which its keys are struck: it wants you to believe that it 
is a percussion instrument. The voice-sample technique, then, is the process 
of generating limitless copies of a unique and resonant human utterance, 
refashioned as a sprawling kit of silicon-calibrated fake drums. The voice 
becomes a structural element under total control. It is made useful, as opposed 
to evocative or expressive. That which reliably promises communication 
becomes pure instrumentality, a move based on the notion that instruments 
give us what we want—predictability, security, control—rather than the 
confirmation of an accurate representation of the real. It goes to show you: 
when your desires become reality, you don’t need fantasy any longer, nor art.

The technique was immediately popular among academic composers 
and pop producers alike8, but soon disappeared from both realms, possibly 
because it seemed dated or absurd, but more likely because sampled and 
repitched voice is disturbing, a speech terrible and inhuman, an emulation 
gone bad. The sampled word is the zero degree of the word, as found in the 
dictionary, or in poetry. Here, the communicative imperative, which depends 
on repetition and difference, is symbolically short-circuited, and, moreover, 
from within the cloak of language.  It is not surprising that this production 
technique fell into disfavor. Man fall from a tree, that tree be felled, man fall 
in a well, that well be filled. 

Samplers continue to offer one entirely new experience, at least on the 
level of consumption: the recognition, while listening to an unknown piece of 
music, of the basis for a sample employed in a familiar piece of music. As you 
look up with bewildered pleasure, the music charges on, perhaps diverging 
from the repetition you desired, a mental correlate to the phantom step at 
the top of the stairs. You briefly glimpsed a private, inaccessible field arising 
between two disparate experiences. Whatever pleasure you may sustain must 
rely on simultaneous presence and absence.9

6  Digital duplication was one of the twentieth century’s few new schemas. 
Naturally, such a force draws the curtain on older powers. All forms of 
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3 Historically, all new forms attack Classicism; it’s a move 
characteristic of Romantic poetry, of course, but also of 
the Neo-Expressionist painting of the 1980s, a style for 
whom the darkest place was under the lamp.
4 There were exceptions, like New York’s “public access 
synthesizer studio”, which contained a Fairlight on which 
was composed the soundtrack to the “underground” 
movie Liquid Sky.
5 The nobility, here perhaps a nobility of letters, has 
always beckoned to musicians. As when Mozart wrote 
“That scoundrel Voltaire has died like a dog. Good 
riddance.”
6 This raises the question of amateur production. As 
with all strategies of appropriation, sampling cannot be 
conceived of in terms of amateur or professional roles. 

This is a part of its violence. Collecting and illegally 
redistributing material has no professional dimension; 
the person who compiles a mix tape for a friend is not 
an amateur. The licit practice to come closest is that of 
the corporation that cheaply purchases rights to déclassé 
cultural material, such as old dance singles, from those 
now forced to part with it cheaply, thence to repackage 
these goods for re-consumption, either under the banner 
of nostalgia (the low-end approach), or for the archiving 
fetish of the would-be collector (the high end approach). 
7 Likewise, recall that “personal computers” were 
originally intended to be programmed by their owners. 
It took nearly a decade before it became clear that 
consumers disliked this aspect.
8 I once recalled someone standing by a keyboard, blurting 

out “I don’t know what to say!” The phrase belonged to 
a female character on an early ‘Cosby’ show, and was 
spoken into a brand new sampling keyboard demonstrated 
by Stevie Wonder, who appeared as himself. With some 
deft adjustments he multiplied her apparently random 
words across the span of the keyboard, repitched to 
electronic perfection, basso profundo to mezzo soprano, 
all subject to easy control through key depression. It 
was in fact Stevie Wonder, in 1981, who purchased the 
very first of the famous Emulator samplers, fresh off the 
assembly line. That is a quaint memory–what a time I chose 
to be born!
9 This experience is utterly different from that of 
recognizing one composer’s melodic quotation of another’s 
work, as different as is the scan from the photograph.



depletion are heralded by the degradation of language, and, as the eclipse of 
Rome’s power was contemporary with the decline of Latin, so the eclipse of 
avant garde music was indicated by its wish to transform embodied language 
into an instrument. A desire to be, rather than to seem. By the end of the 
1980s, around the time when Reich completed his sample-based work, the 
configuration avant garde music was thoroughly depleted, a constellation made 
cold from forgetfulness.

You could argue that sampling poisoned the well. On the other hand, it is 
true that in homeopathic medicine, and sometimes in magic, you put a drop 
of the bad thing, the thing you fight, into water or another medium. You must 
fight something in order to understand it! Sampling may be invasive, negating 
repetition, disordering us, but then that’s the wish of every man, to disorder, 
to mayhem. 

This may be what links sampling to graffiti, apart from the shared 
implication of a color-threat. Each presents a text that is critical of reading. 
Graffiti is an effacement that must be incomplete, a symbolic erasure only, 
a gesture which has to preserve that which it destroys. Were it to entirely 
replace or obliterate, it lose its critique. It wields both an assertion of presence 
and a passive-aggressive absence.

The work of Broodthaers sometimes follows this logic, as with his piece Un 
Coup de dès jamais n’abolira le hasard, with its pleasantly incestuous abuse of the 
Francophone avant-garde. The publication of Mallarmé’s poem Un Coup de dès 
jamais n’abolira le hasard, a work distinguished by its typography and disposition 
of the words upon the page, marked the first time that a poem’s conception 
and meaning was determined through the mechanical printing process. A 
lyric automation of the design function. In 1969, Broodthaers made a series 
of pieces that reproduced the exact page layout of Mallarmé’s poem, and the 
layout only, for he effaced each line of text with a solid black bar. This gesture, 
while it banished all communicative symbols, retained the striking look and 
feel of the work10. Mallarmé’s piece was emptied-out, reduced to seductive 
packaging. This is a move typical of appropriation, which may be considered 
simply an advanced form of packaging. 

These depleted forms were engraved onto aluminum plates, as if prepped 
for mass production, and presented as fine art. Broodthaers claims and 

then augments Mallarmé’s poem to produce a new, third body, a field that 
lies between the works. The whole is without novelty, save the spacing of 
ones reading; the blanks, in effect, assume importance. In the end, a self-
annihilating nothing. This was to be expected, as Broodthaers was an 
imitation artist. It may be that the supreme triumph of such advanced art is 
to cast doubt on its own validity, mixing a deep scandalous laughter with the 
religious spirit. There is a violence in this turn, the same violence that attends 
graffiti: “don’t think, look!”

7  “Graffiti”—employing here the common usage, which describes an 
urban decay-threat akin to mold—is pathological. Not because it is vandalism, 
but because it dreams of total saturation through an open-ended sequence of 
“tags”, each a stuttering variation on the last. Total coverage is a futile and 
perverse premise, an infinite possibility wedded to perpetual disappointment. 
A sad pursuit, and therefore one ripe with violence. Like a poor man who sells 
his saucepan to buy something to put in it.  

Then again, graffiti, like any human expression, is a search to find a style 
that makes further expression possible. Graffiti Culture (and why does it 
take so long for people to map a “culture” onto their violence?) represents 
the anarchic, expressive territory of those who have subverted painterly 
representation from the standpoint of cool alienation. Language is defaced 
by pictures. This is not simply the business of living in a ruined house, it’s 
the business of representing a ruined house by repeating a ruined house. A 
person inscribing a visually coded word on the side of a bridge piling creates a 
text that is critical of reading: the traces of the pictogram’s generative process 
disturb the traditional formal interpretation of such processes and their 
derivation from functional concerns. The art object is seen as an object of 
contemplation, not to be parsed, but to be puzzled over. Its secrets may have 
to do with art, but with something else as well, which hovers beyond, with no 
name forthcoming. 

In the seventies, New York City tags like Zephyr, Futura, and PhaseII were 
bringing a wind of light and speed, inscribed backwards on a hard city. 
A lyric renunciation of the design function.  By the end of the eighties, a 
visitor to Manhattan might see tags like Sony, Seiko, Casio: flattened personal 

electronics tokens, the pan drippings of contemporary status symbols 
like Rolex, Nakamichi, Trump, fake trickle-downs, décor holes.  Then, in 
the nineties, after the best letter combinations have been used up, you see 
apparently nonsensical tags: Revs, Kuma, Sems, Naers. An arc from poetry to 
consumer fetish to empty form. 

8  It’s refreshing to watch a form deplete itself. Ah, now it’s far easier to see 
it as not a belief but a historical movement, a movement of thought. Easier to 
trace the social shift and extrapolate out as far as desired, to all design, all art, 
all packaging. Take vacuum-forming, an industrial process used to produce 
the ubiquitous plastic packaging of batteries, toys, and toothbrushes, as well as 
that of luxury items like boxed chocolates and cosmetics. Trace the use of this 
process in the plastic arts.  The chief instances, which include Broodthaers’ 
rectilinear plaques and Oyvind Fahlstrom’s Esso/LSD reliefs, take the logic 
of the commercial sign as their model, which is not surprising, as it is a 
model congruent with a sustained twentieth century artistic investigation of 
advertising and display, from Rudy Burckhardt or Walter Benjamin’s interest 
in the sloughed off detritus of commodity culture to a more recent fascination 
with corporate monograms. What would it mean to employ such a process 
for the purpose of reproducing not the structures of language and capitalist 
syntax, but those of the human form? Making a package for conservative 
statuary and classical figuration, for art itself: a violent cough, as when the 
human voice is “repurposed” as an instrument.

 What it means is, it shows how far we’ve come with our packaging. 
Full circle, the lowest shall be highest. In the evenings, you can stroll out to 
see how we are coming along with the construction of the temple.  

10 “Look and feel”, a term popularized by the computer 
industry, is often used to describe the overall aesthetic of a 
particular operating system, which is to say, the shade of 
the seduction one paints on the information architecture. 
A well-known example is the Macintosh’s successful 
graphic user interface, which was subsequently copied 
throughout the industry. The term was made notorious in 

a series of lawsuits—Xerox against Apple, Apple against 
Microsoft and Hewlett-Packard—brought on the basis 
of whether or not it was legal to appropriate aesthetic 
qualities as crystallized in programming code. Look and 
feel, in its current sense, is a notion that did not really 
exist prior to the personal computer, but one which now 
affects all consumer realms based on digital technology. 14
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this is what I will try to do for the group show in Paris --- GHOST is it? 
 

I remember the gallery has a wall of windows. I have had an idea for a 
while that I wanted to fabricate broken windows and put them on top 

of (or in front of) the good windows; site specific. Probably I won’t be 
able to approach this directly because of danger to the public. Here 

another aspect might enter into the work, which is of interest (of more 
interest to me than the directness of placing broken windows on top 

on good ones). I imagine some sort of plexi housing that will have to be 
constructed to separate (and protect) the viewer who is outside of the 

gallery and who is looking at the site of potentially getting hurt. I have 
been thinking a lot about what the stretcher that supports the canvas 

of a Warhol means (in relation to, let’s say, a stretcher supporting a 
Kelly or Pollock) or a plexi housing encasing a Koons vacuum cleaner 

as opposed to a plexi housing that Sherri Levine wanted for her parrot 
sculpture. Seems like a good opportunity for me to start dealing with 

this directly. Plus, as I mentioned before, the ‘protective housing’ would 
be outside of the gallery, in the public domain. I like this part. So this is 

where my thoughts are. Maybe it might help in writing the essay.  kj
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A Conversation
Bettina Funcke, Ken Gobel, Wade Guyton, Seth Price, 
Josh Smith, and Kelley Walker; with notes by Mai-Thu Perret 
at Holiday Cocktail Lounge, New York, May 1, 2005

The artists in the show “New York Twice” use scanners, printers, and Xerox machines, all technologies widely 
available on the consumer market. In following their work over the last few years, it’s become clear how 
the limitations of available equipment shapes this art: they play with the equipment and with ideas of what 
reproduction can be, they work within the technology’s limits and with its mistakes; this process yields the work. 
On the occasion of this exhibition, in which Wade Guyton, Mai-Thu Perret, Seth Price, Josh Smith, and Kelley 
Walker show all at once for the first time (though they have all worked with one another in smaller constellations), 
I thought it would be interesting to bring them together with a printing industry professional for an informal 
conversation. In opposing radically different approaches to the same sorts of tools, I hoped to provoke a discussion 
that is both technical and indicative of formal potentials and larger ideas about cultural change.
Bettina Funcke

KEN GOBEL: I work in the industry but haven’t really been a technician for about 20 years, but nonetheless I’ll 
give you a brief history. We’re going to talk about color separation? How much do you want to know? Do you 
understand color? CMYK? RGB? 

SETH PRICE: I don’t think I do…

JOSH SMITH: Do you have to separate things yourself? Or does the computer do it?

KG: Well, a computer doesn’t do it. It’s all optical, it’s still optical. A computer records data in a digitized form so 
that you can manipulate them. But it is still an optical problem. It’s about light and physics. You have your basic 
colors and if you are a painter, you know how you mix your basic colors. You are using colors on surfaces and 
that is called subtractive color, we call it CMYK, opaque color on surfaces, unlike light colors, called RGB. But 
painters call it red, blue, and yellow. What happens is this: An object is a color. Light hits that object and it absorbs 
all the color except for that wavelength and it sends that wavelength right back to you. White in this case absorbs 
all the colors. There are three wavelengths of light, and in the spectrum you can add these up to get all of the 
visible colors.

BF: Is that the basis of scanning or of printing?

KG: Well, it’s the basis of color. When you print, you are printing these three colors, CMY: cyan, a sky blue, 
yellow, and magenta, a kind of a pinkish red. When you take red and mix it with yellow, you get an orange color, 
which we actually call red. You go from this pinkish magenta and yellow to a more fire-engine red. And when you 
add cyan and magenta, you get what we call a blue, but it’s more of a violet color. When you take sky blue and add 
red you get a royal blue, a king’s robe is really very red. And cyan and yellow is green.

SP: Does this mean that RGB as a system comes from CYM?

KG: One is projected light and one is reflected light.

JS: Are inks not opaque?

KG: Printing inks are transparent, the light passes through the ink, hits the white paper behind it, and reflects off 
the white, comes back through and is the color you see. 
You actually make these colors then darker by adding the opposite color. In an ideal physics, that is, the color 
doesn’t shift. Really by adding up the color you just make it darker.

SP: Wait, what are the opposites? What are the color opposites?

KG: There is a real color wheel where green is here, and this is your red, and this is your blue, which is 
really violet. This wheel then is your spectrum of color. The opposite of yellow is blue, or violet, which is the 
combination of these two. You can see the combination then makes this darker. If you add the opposite, it’s a 

darkening ingredient, not a hue changing ingredient. 

WADE GUYTON: So this is similar or different from when you are doing photography, when you are in the dark 
room?

KG: Photography is a mixed bag. Some of photography is RGB, and some of it isn’t. If you are making prints, it is 
subtractive. The way you color-correct a slide would be the opposite from the way you correct a printed, a reflected 
material.

WG: Is the scan reflected? A slide …? The light goes right through and then….

KG: See, a scan is a process of taking a RGB image, which is a chrome, or a painting, or a piece of fabric, or 
anything that has color in it, and separating out these three colors, such that when we print them on white paper, 
they reproduce the spectrum of color. Does that make sense? 

BF: How does the scanner then relate to the Xerox machine? The scanning of the scanner is the same process as the 
Xerox machine only the Xerox machine does it quicker and rougher?

KG: Yeah, it’s all the same.

SP: That’s the same technology, the Xerox machine and the scanner?

KG: The original technology was all done with filters and film. If you had a color image–a printed photograph (not 
a chrome), or a painting, or drawing of some kind–you mounted it into a camera, then in the lens. If I wanted to 
subtract out the yellow color in that painting I would use a blue filter. Do you know how printing works? 

WG: I’m not sure…

KG: In a printing press–and the Xerox machine works the same, although it is a more complex thing–you actually 
have a unit that prints yellow, a unit that prints magenta, and a unit that prints cyan. And then you have black, 
which is just to make it prettier. You would print magenta, the ink transfers through rollers and lands on the paper. 
And then you have cyan and it lays down a layer of cyan and recreates the whole spectrum that was in the original 
picture. The beauty of those three colors is you can print an entire spectrum.
Before CMYK was perfected there were various techniques to use 8, 9, 10 different colors to put this whole 
spectrum on a piece of paper. With these three dyes we can create a big enough spectrum that you are fooled 
into thinking you get the whole spectrum. And that’s where it gets a little bit kooky, because you get used to it. 
There are about 20.000 or 30.000 colors out in the universe that your eye can distinguish and categorize. I don’t 
remember the real number but it’s huge. The number of colors you can find in a slide go way down to less than half 
of what is out there, it gets drastically reduced.

KW: So the printed images are simply more flat than we think they are?

KG: Right, they are amazingly flat. And the only reason we think that is acceptable is that we are used to it.

BF: When you see old printed materials, they always look like they are from a certain time, from a particular 
decade when the whole palette was different.

SP: Is that process going to continue indefinitely? Will printing technology keep advancing so that the colors we 
are looking at today will look aged in 20 years?

KG: Definitely. The problem is, once again the price, because it is a commercial operation. The amount of colors 
you get in a slide are much greater than you see on a printed page. Right now we have six-color-separation, a 
technique that adds green and orange to fill the gaps where CMYK doesn’t really cover the spectrum, But it is more 
expensive, so there are printers that do it, but it’s not really becoming commercially standardized.

WG: We have an Epson printer that has seven inks, we have light cyan, light magenta, and a couple blacks. How is 
that different from CMYK? Is it just trying to make more colors by adding those lighter colors and the blacks?

KG: These mass-market printers are trying to make the color really appealing by giving you colors that aren’t 
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realistic but bright and dramatic. You’ll have a really fluorescent blue and a lighter blue. They use those two blues 
to increase the blue spectrum so when you get a piece, it’s really appealing, it’s really dramatic. Printing is trying to 
be accurate to reality. Your laser image is really bright and dramatic, a kind of printed separation from that would 
be dull and flat. They are using a set of dyes on their appeal value versus their accuracy value. Printers also can 
make colors more appealing, but the biggest part of the business is trying to reproduce the color-accuracy.

BF: You once proposed for a book we did to use neon colors because it would brighten it.

KG: Yes, that’s the same thing. If you’re trying to or have the opportunity to be dramatic you can add dyes. You 
are saying: ok, CMYK, and the dyes leave a big hole in reds, and there is a big gap in the blue because the cyan is 
a very sky-blue color. There are dyes in the world that are really complex. There are incredible colors out there and 
we can’t reproduce all of those because that richness just isn’t available in this spectrum.

SP: You mean that there are some paints that can’t be reproduced?

KG: That can’t be reproduced CMYK. Rich blues and rich reds.

KELLEY WALKER: You can also think in terms of warmer and cooler variations. So if the red is cool already, 
you will have a hard time making warm colors with that red. What would be needed then is another type of red to 
emerge. If you want to make a warm purple, for instance, you would have a hard time if the reds were cool. For 
instance, if you are using oil paints you have the choice of warm red and cool red. If you mix the warm red with 
the warm yellow you have the primal orange. However, if you have a cool yellow and a warm red, suddenly it 
starts turning greenish, murky. These three colors that printers use are primarily cool in the spectrum. And they mix 
together but they are the cool versions. So then there is a whole line, tons of colors that can’t be printed accurately. 
A super-hot red, for instance, since we’re starting with a pink; pinks are already cooler than a red-red. 

KG: There are red dyes out there, brilliant red dyes, and you can’t reproduce that. Yellow actually is what warms 
up the red, but the magenta is such a weak, pissy color that it really can’t….

KW: But it has blue in it already–blue, cool color–so it would mix better with blue. You can make a nice purple. If 
you want to make a purple, for instance, you would have a cool red and a cool blue and you mix those two colors 
together to make a purple. It is amazing that it can be reduced down to three colors and still produce such amazing 
amount of colors. It would be amazing if those colors would be really precise to begin with.

KG: There are dyes, there are magentas out there that are closer to the precise wavelength that give you the whole 
spectrum. But they are much more expensive. We use what is available.

BF: When you go to Japan to print something you have different dyes to begin with and you get an entirely 
different palette, right?

KG: To get a really nice magenta costs a lot of money, so we tend to fake it in lots of different ways. Yellow is 
really cheap dye; it’s just available in the universe and you can get it. Cyans are similar. You’re creating a whole 
rainbow of colors–but dyes are imperfect and it becomes stylistic. Today, you don’t notice it quite as much but 20 
years ago, printing Japanese was dramatically different. Do you remember how pinky it all was? It was always pink 
and bright.

WG: Hmm, right.

KG: It had nothing to do with the dyes necessarily, it had to do with style, what was appealing to them. Americans 
like really warm colors. They are printing really fleshy, warm, sweet; that’s what we like. All scanning was kind of 
bias to that. Europeans were in general cooler and the Japanese were often that freaky cartoon-color thing, which 
is still part of their culture and has nothing to with dyes or even scanning. It has to do with how they scan and what 
they like.

BF: What do you mean by how they scan? What are the options of scanning there? Do you scan with a brighter 
filter?

KG: We are separating out the colors. That’s what the separation is. So to get the yellow–it’s an old-fashioned 
problem–you add a blue filter that the yellow goes through and it knocks out the other colors, and to get the 

magenta you use a green filter and the magenta passes through.
WG: To get the kind of yellow that you see is dependent on the kind of blue filter you use?

KG: It could depend on the filter, and then there are all kinds of photographic techniques that you can use to make 
things bluer or less blue, blue in certain spectrums. The first thing to do is to separate the colors. Then there are 
kinds of manipulations in exposure and filter originally. Now you do them in Photoshop: you increase the amount 
of blue and now you can even increase the blue selectively in a curve, it either hits the high-lines or mid-tones. If 
you do a straight curve, which would divide it up evenly, or you can curve it so that the highlights get more change. 
You know what a curve is, right?

WG: I’ve used it, yeah.

KW: We all use this stuff.

KG: You’re selectively adding blue to different portions of the picture and that’s how you create contrast. You 
create color contrast and you create black and white contrast.
The different kinds of fashion are all layered here. You have fashions where certain colors are hip, like pastels or 
what you find in clothing–fashion colors. And I guess you have them in the art world as well. But what we are 
talking about is a slightly different thing. You also have a fashion in the commercial reproduction world, color 
that we accept as real. When we reproduce a picture of the Empire State Building and a Japanese printer does the 
same, they will be biased to lighter and brighter colors, cleaner colors. And we like dark and warmer colors. We are 
not that far away from the Europeans. We do have a color fashion, the colors that people like. And then there’s a 
fashion of color that we perceive as representing reality the most appropriate ways.

SP: It’s not perceived as a fashion.

KG: You’re right, it’s not perceived as a fashion, it’s perceived like the right thing to be. And now what’s 
happening is really funny, with the computer you can manipulate things much greater. People hate depth-of-field in 
a photograph. If you go through old pictures you can see the depth-of-field because you see where the focus is and 
where it’s drifting. If you are going through a magazine now, there is no depth-of-field.

BF: It’s just all sharp.

KG: The thing is totally focused because we can manipulate it. That’s what people want. They want to see things 
totally in focus. Now we can do it, we sharpen it. There is this fashion now to have things totally in focus.

KW: But is it really fashion or is it just that it is evolving like that so? Bettina and I were talking about 
schizophrenia and it seems like this idea that everything is in focus at once plays into it. It sort of flattens 
everything, all space becomes flat and equal. Whereas in the beginning, where the model was in focus and 
everything else was out of focus, you knew what you were seeing.

KG: Actually, in the beginning everything was totally in focus because it was done with film and very large 
amounts of time, like pinhole-cameras. All the civil war pictures of that time were totally in focus. The depth-of-
field happened with cheaper lenses and smaller film. You also see depth-of-field in your vision. If I’m looking over 
there at the TV, I kind of look at Bettina peripherally. She is completely out of focus. So depth-of-field is not a 
product of photography, it’s a real thing.

KW: …that can be affected as well.

KG: Right. It can be affected, sort of how much you will allow… I mean, look at the picture at the wall with 
Bettina’s hair in your peripheral vision. Her hair is out of focus.

SP: But that’s a totally different kind of experience than looking at a blurred image or a photograph. Something in 
your peripheral vision is a different kind of vision than perceptual experience.

BF: A different blur, it’s not static…

SP: You can never look at it directly and have it be blurry in actual vision the way that you can in a photograph.
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WG: I think it’s like what you were saying earlier about photography: that the lenses actually worked closer to the 
way our eyes work.

KG: Your eye has a huge depth-of-field, you can see things in focus 20 yards from you. If I look that way, 
everything from this table up to the sign in the window is in fact in focus. If I take a 35mm camera, I either focus it 
on the window or the table and everything else is incredibly blurry. So the 35mm has a very small depth-of-field. 

SP: When I’m looking at you right now, the spot that I’m looking at, that I’m fixating on, is in focus and 
theoretically I have a depth-of-field that could include whatever is behind you. But it’s purely theoretical because 
everything around… I can sense that there are people here, there are two people in the background, but it’s neither 
blurry nor in focus, it’s just not, it’s a different kind of perceptual experience than looking at something directly and 
I can only look at something directly, one thing at a time, basically like one small circle.

JS: It’s enough, Seth…

WG: Maybe, if you were to…

KG: Well, when you are looking at something, you are using your mind. It’s not just the blank image, so your mind 
is concentrating on what’s in focus. It’s hard for you to look at something and then use your mind to see what isn’t 
in focus.

BF: Oh, I can do that…

KG: So your mind is forcing you to see what’s in focus. Whereas when you get at a photograph your mind is 
looking at the whole thing, so you don’t have a choice of focusing on something in particular. In many ways the 
current sharpening of everything and the elimination of the depth-of-field is getting closer to the way your mind 
and eye work. It’s not something that’s radically untrue.

SP: But that’s the way the scanner works, right? Because you cannot scan a landscape. 

KW: If you took this room, you took a photo, and you scanned it and brought everything totally in focus, that’s 
not how you would see a thing. You do focus on a bottle when you’re drinking. Here, I focus on the bottle and I’m 
ignoring everything that’s not the bottle. It seems to me that photographing does the reverse: If everything in the 
room is totally on the same plane and in focus, and is the subject, then it’s not like picking up the bottle and…

BF: Your differentiation is gone…

KW: Yeah, it’s gone, so then, I sort of disappear in a way, actually. When I look at the bottle and everything around 
me sort of blurs out or is not in focus, that’s when I become also the subject, but not quite. 

KG: That’s a good way to put it: Photography is forcing you to look at a whole area whereas your mind would 
normally look at something and focus. And that’s not really scanning. Scanning used to be the focus of color 
printing. Scanning machines used to be giant machines with all kind of dials, so all the curves, all the manipulation 
of color was done in the scan. Those machines were incredibly expensive and you would scan an image three or 
four times to get it right. Now you do a rudimentary scan. You try to capture everything that’s in the picture. You 
don’t have to capture it correctly. You just have to capture a digital image, an image area, and then you take it on 
your desktop in Photoshop and you fix it.

WG: How does the scanner work? What are the mechanics of the scanner compared to the way a camera works?

KG: It’s exactly the same. Instead of doing a large image that goes through a lens and onto a big piece of film, 
it does tiny little areas and adds them all up into one image. It’s faster and more accurate and it’s much sharper. 
Scanning came up in the mid-70s, if you go back to printing before the mid-70s everything was kind of soft, 
it was kind of pretty. I remember when I came into the industry in the early 70s, there was this big shift from 
photographic color reproduction to scanning and running these machines and there was a whole group of people 
that couldn’t handle the shift. It took the art out of it, they couldn’t think in dials and numbers and curves. Their art 
was in lenses and exposures and developing the film. When the computer came in, I felt it was so stupid and it robs 
you of all the craft and it robbed people of all the intuition that you used to make something, and all the kind of 
crafty-arty stuff, the stuff that couldn’t be calibrated, calculated. But now you can do so much more. Now the crazy 
thing is not what you can’t do but how do you make what you can do into a reasonable thing.

SP: You said that the scanner works exactly like the camera, but that’s only insofar as you’re talking about 
capturing an image.

KG: The basic physics of it.

SP: Because the capturing of the image is optical in both cases. It’s electronic in the case of the scanner. But 
wouldn’t you draw the line there, because photography then enters the chemical area, and scanning becomes totally 
digital?

KW: But you also could even get to that point to begin with, actually… Let’s say in Japan at a certain point, the 
color preference moved a bit more towards a pink. A certain preference, cultural preference, came into play, a sort 
of code of what we’re seeing as closest to representation. So when Epson comes along, designing us a scanner 
in some sort of post-lineage after the camera, and the Xerox machine, they are already shifting that language 
into what they perceive as most marketable. So already it shifted from the beginning. It continues through and 
into another state, but it shifted from the beginning. The color preference is effected by the scanner and then it is 
effected again because it is like recording images into a computer and not a dark room, which is another space, so it 
then enters Photoshop, which is again already sort of dictated by parameters to guarantee a certain code.

WG: There must be some physical or structural, mechanical difference in the way that a camera records something. 
It records a hole, whereas a scanner reads left to right and top to bottom, the movement is different.

KG: The scanner is more accurate. Going through a camera and a filter and onto a piece of film made everything 
soft. The big problem there was creating contrast and creating detail and sharpness. The really good scanner has 
added a level of sharpness and detail that was never before possible.

SP: But only for surface, right? The scanner can’t handle anything beyond surface. You can’t scan your ceiling 
from 10 feet away.

JS: You take a digital photograph of it.

WG: That would be soft.

JS: A raw, digital photograph is a scan, right? It has taken all the information it can.

WG: How does the digital camera work?

BF: Is it the same as a scanner in that it has many little areas it takes a picture of and it makes it into a larger 
image?

JS: It’s like a raw photo. The camera opens up and takes all the information it can, just sucks it in and then it’s up to 
you to sort it out and make it look like what you want.

KG: There were always two processes and now, because of the digitization of the information, you can manipulate 
the information more. You used to make an image, which was photography. You used the light to create an image. 
Then you took the image and you scanned it. So you took the light and you put it all together to create an image 
and then you took that image and you took the light and you separated it out again. With a digital camera you can 
do that all in one: All the information in such a form that, by using a button, a very simple computer program, it 
can separate out, it can add the colors into an image, and then it can separate them into CMYK. That used to be two 
steps, now it is embedded in one image.

SP: Does that mean a loss of control?

KG: No, it’s more control. It’s easier, you don’t have to separate any more. It’s all done for you. The minute you 
take a picture it is essentially separated.

SP: But if it is done for you, it is kind of a loss of control.

BF: But then you have all the material and you can do with it whatever you want.

JS: You can always control.
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KG: No, really, it’s much more control. People get very sentimental about the scans that were done in the camera: 
they are soft and they are pretty. You can think of painting genres that were like that, impressionistic. People, 
craftsmen took that style to its limit and they were very beautiful, but that was all you could do. With the scanner 
you could still make it soft, but you could also make it sharp. Now with digital you can make it soft, you make it 
sharp, you can put a check pattern in it, you have an infinite variety of things that you can add to the image. You’re 
not really restricted.

SP: You lose a certain regime of errors.

KG: You lose a regime, period, because there is no regime.

BF: It’s a digital regime.

KW: Twenty years from now, what you’re talking about will not be a regime because new technology will have 
created new ways of producing…suddenly you can add an object into a program.

SP: What do you think is the future of scanning, from your perspective? Where is it going? You can look back to 
the seventies

KG: There are two things going on: One is the future of scanning, scanning is almost inconsequential. Now it’s 
all manipulation of Photoshop because the scan can be done quickly with rudimentary equipment. The way you 
produce a picture that in our business sells is in Photoshop. And then you have to be tuned into what people want, 
either from Art Directors or from the public, or whatever it is. Now the world is no longer dictated by the material 
that you are using. You now have a new method where the spectrum of what you can do is incredible. When 
handwriting was the only thing you could do, people had really beautiful handwriting. 

BF: There is a loss.

KG: And then handwriting became kind of stupid, right? A more simple way is type. You used to be limited by 
the machinery that could reproduce type so your design was corralled into a certain area. A lot of beautiful stuff 
could be done in that area and those kinds of techniques could be pushed to their limits. But now you’re not really 
restricted. Now you have to find something beautiful in a totally open field, which is almost more difficult. Also the 
industry is less focused. Back when everybody used letter press, which had a rather small range from good to bad, 
everything looked the same: It either looked good or it looked bad. Now, we have a huge range, so we have various 
places in the spectrum of looking cool. How do you even decide if something looks good or not. It’s a problem. 
Does that make any sense?

KW: Yeah, it does.

JS: I feel though that people are running around like chickens without heads. Everyone, even children now know 
how to do everything in the computer, to take photos, they have cameras, they send photos around. I don’t think 
people look at stuff the same way they used to. People used to look at a photograph and it was a precious thing, it 
was expensive, now everything is very cursory and everyone knows exactly how everything is done. Except us, 
probably! Every time I learn something, it makes me think so hard about other stuff you could do. But I guess the 
thing is to do stuff, you know you have this huge range of stuff, but then, once you have your product you have to 
think what else you could do. The finished product is just a little piece of what you’re doing. You have to deliver 
the goods, I guess. I don’t know what I’m saying, necessarily. But you have to, you can only make something… 
everything looks the same. Everybody knows exactly how to do stuff because the computer does it all. 

BF: So is it about deciding what you don’t do?

JS: That’s how I would think.

KW: You have a set of tools, and there tends to be constantly something new and the nostalgia for something old. 
If it wasn’t handwriting, then it was a certain use of old types of fonts. There is always a sense of something that 
we’ve lost. Now we look at Photoshop but in 20 years, they are just tools. And tools are very similar to make 
things. They don’t dictate us. There are limitations, but there are always limitations.

JS: They have become like an industry standard.

KW: So are all things. You don’t have all the colors represented in the world. They are already dictated for you. 
It’s just this nostalgia. And then you look at what has been produced and you romanticize this or you romanticize 
some artists’, like Kippenberger’s production. It somehow was so much freer, but, I mean, it’s just, it wasn’t. He 
painted it and he had certain limitations of what he could paint with and he made them work well enough to be 
Kippenbergers. But I think, it is just that holding on to the past or romanticizing it. Let’s say it’s a digital print in 
comparison to a painting from the 1950s, say Morris Louis, well, the Morris Louis is better because it was hand-
painted, for instance. This digital print can never be as good or the Louis, it seems watered down. It’s just different, 
you know, the digital print, too, will become the past. The thing is that it needs to be different and then there is this 
whole fear about it becoming outdated or past, so why do anything all? Because obviously the scanner is going to 
be outdated, it is just a tool of the present. And it’s interesting because it’s cheap, you can take it home, you can 
replace it easily, you can experiment with it, pick it up–in contrast, a Xerox machine is huge, it’s heavy–so it is 
fun to play with. But it should in a way be that. Sometimes things you produce are really nice using these tools 
and sometimes there is a lot of shit, too. That’s the way it’s always been. So when the stuff will be good a hundred 
years from now, it is just as good as anything before and a lot won’t be.

MAI-THU PERRET :

JS: What about color halftone? What’s color halftone?

KG: In printing you can use CMYK, or you can print colors. You have a PMS spectrum of colors. And those are colors 
that are done from dyes, so your orange is really beautiful. Those are like your oil paints versus your water color. 

JS: How is it like oil?

KG: If you’re doing a colored halftone you can do a halftone where you are mixing an orange color plate with, let’s 
say, a blue plate, a violet plate, so you’re creating orange and violet, and the combination of the two, which is some 
kind of a weirdo red deep blue. A lot of the Andy Warhol stuff is color halftones. 
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KW: It is a little like a rainbow. You remember rainbow-rolls, Josh? They were like that. You lay out your two 
colors of paints and then roll it and it slightly blends in the middle and it goes from a pure to a blend and back to 
another pure. 

KG: You can use individual colors to produce images in different, bizarre ways. Or you can use CMYK. The whole 
reason for CMYK is to try with some kind of degree of accuracy to reproduce what you actually see. That’s how 
we use it, and then that’s layered with what is physically practical and what is sort of a current style or fashion by 
the designers who are using it and then what’s currently considered accurate.

SP: You know, what’s interesting is that a lot of what you have been talking about has to do with accuracy because 
it makes sense, as you said, to print something you are reproducing, an image, and there has to be an agreement 
about what it looks like here and what it looks like here. And that’s a question which doesn’t usually occur to me, 
the idea of accuracy and representation. And maybe not anybody else at this table, I don’t know…

KG: It’s a commercial thing because we’re hired to be accurate.

SP: But once you take that out of the equation that changes things a little bit because it’s a pretty important part 
of the equation, in terms of how the color theory is expressed in production, and how the machines work, and 
which way the technology works. When you said how magenta and yellow mix and why, they are not actually pure 
representations. And that’s something that people are probably working on, trying to solve?

KG: That’s correct and the problem is that there is no dye that anybody knows of that is really perfect magenta. So 
you can use cooler magentas or warmer magentas, or you can do various fanciful techniques to create other reds. I 
can’t remember, what was the guts of your question?

SP: Well, just that if we were to try to have a discussion without talking about accuracy, what that discussion would 
become. You mentioned something earlier about that theory of scanning.

KG: Once you remove accuracy, you kind of remove… then you’re in the art world and not in a commercial world. 
See, I’m in the commercial one. I’m doing a job for someone who says: this is what I want.

KW: Accuracy is also contingent, so that seems to always be remembered. There is no real accuracy.

KG: That’s the fun part. Accuracy is only what is in style, we have already been through it. You have styles that 
are acceptable and then you have styles that are dictated by the technology that become acceptable or that become 
obsolete when the technology becomes better, like the depth-of-field thing. You guys have a more difficult... See, I 
have a much easier life, because I have to do what somebody wants me to do within the limits of what technology 
will do and within the standards that are reigning as for what’s real.

KW: It’s interesting that how much you can pay also affects accuracy.

KG: There are six-color-separations, but they are not really taking over because they are more expensive. People 
are willing to compromise the accuracy instead of paying more.

SP: But the funny thing is that sometimes, maybe, the client and the printer can agree that we are going to 
compromise and make this less accurate. But then the question is whether anybody who looks at that book is going 
to necessarily think of accuracy. They might think, well, I’m not sure that people think much about the way things 
are printed on that kind of conscious level.

JS: I do. 

SP: Yeah, but you’re an artist.

JS: If I buy a 70$ book and you look through it and you can tell that… you know, you can tell where things aren’t 
right.

KG: You either know what the colors ought to be or you can see it’s crappy, the colors are soft or weak, too little 
contrast. You have two things: One is to have accuracy to the product and two is you have all the stylistic things 
that make you feel like it’s good, like weight and contrast.

SP: That’s talking about a book of fine art reproductions, and if you’re talking about a culture where people mostly 
read magazines…

KG: Yeah, but it’s the same thing as with magazines, it’s just on a slightly different level. I mean, car companies 
want their pictures to look stunning, because they want you to fall in love with their product.

SP: But doesn’t that drop the accuracy discussion? Then it is simply about looking stunning. It’s a whole different 
question, obviously it’s just as stylized but…

BF: But then you might have an Art Director who has an idea that you should meet …

KG: There are complicated things. We are not allowed to do an Epson print. If you take a red Chevy and you do 
an Epson print, it looks like the thing is on fire. Well, a car doesn’t look like that. The car may be an incredibly 
luminous red but it’s not this kind of neon-type color that is popular in basic laser printers. We have to find some 
kind of middle ground between being accurate to the car itself and still being really exciting.
What the digital world has done is sort of–it’s universal for all forms–that the information that you manipulate is no 
longer related to the solid object. Does that make any sense?
You get all these digital images you could do anything to. You are not restricted by, before you were restricted by 
filters, filters determined the colors you could get. You used film and you created contrast with film techniques to 
create contrast. Then the initial scanners were much more dramatic, they could create much better color, they could 
create much more focused images, much more contrast. But the scanning was then limited by what film could 
handle. You could only do so much with the film itself. Now, like you were saying, in Photoshop you can do curves 
that don’t exist in the real world.

JS: The filters have a whole different meaning than Photoshop. In Photoshop you have a filter, you can take your 
image and make it chrome. Now it’s like chrome or charcoal. 

KG: We have something now that is both more real but it’s also more fantastic. 

KW: Which in a way is interesting because you think of the idea of fantasizing and how to sort of play the same 
lines. There was always a result outside of the logic. That’s actually the very thing, it’s the very commercial 
apparatus that shapes things. So it’s really interesting to switch. The seduction of the computer is this space that at 
one point would have been seen as insane, hysterical or… now it shapes everything. The way we perceive so much 
around us.

KG: I think you’re right. The possibilities of the computer are now shaping everything.

BF: If you speak about accuracy you are fooling yourself, because accuracy relates to something real, but really 
it’s an accuracy that relates to something fantastic or imaginary, much more than a representation of something that 
relates to what our eyes see directly.

SP: I think that’s been true for a long time, before the computer. It has to do with modernity and what happens in 
the nineteenth century with film, photography, the gramophone. It all comes in and all of a sudden you have things 
like the wide circulation cartoons…

BF: But then it was about consumption. Now you have the tools with which everyone can make these things. 
You used to have the devices that everyone could consume but now the tools have advanced and have become 
producing tools.

KG: But that is not an accuracy problem, that’s the availability of things.

KW: It was also distinguished, Seth. Let’s say if this sort of stuff was happening in film and advertisement, what 
you got was portrayal of the real that didn’t happen.

SP: When are you talking about?

KW: The 1930s and 1940s. You had a representation, let’s say of America, as real, ideal-real. Now, America would 
be like the glowing flag of impossible colors and warped space with an eagle emerging somehow, that’s totally 
impossible. Then that would be the hyper-sort of real. But those would have been like a Hitchcock film as opposed 
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to… Does that make sense? There was a space that, a cultural space where, the space, let’s say, that Photoshop 
allows for now. And although, some of the, what would be equivalent, let’s say, what some of the techniques of 
Photoshop can do today, what would have been equivalent in printing-making or printing at the time wasn’t seen 
as such. It was just seen as part of the process to have the advertisements made. It wasn’t seen as an actual real. 
You can fantasize your Chevy being fire-red, how you would want it printed from the Epson. And actually you 
want that, because what you want is the difference. But you just wouldn’t have that. The you would have the car 
represented closer to what the car really looked like at the time, and that would have been enough.

M-T P:

WG: But that’s not true. Advertising from the 1950s, all those colors were so un-naturalistic.

KW: They were un-naturalistic, but it wasn’t seen the same way.

WG: You think those colors were seen as naturalistic?

KW: I think they were seen as sort of…

SP: I think that is true that they were probably seen as real or representational in the same way they are seen today. 
But it’s always fantasy.

KG: I think the fantasy is that they are true.

KW: I think it’s totally different. I think you have various things that break that down. For instance, the fact 
that most people, or a lot of people in America have home computers and they do play with Photoshop and they 
can literally have the tools to reshape their body, the way they would have themselves seen as if they were in a 

magazine. Or they have the equipment to load their own image online and to interact within this field as, let’s say, 
a model. I think that’s different. And I think that’s why in advertisement you have a tendency either to go for a 
hyper-fantastic real, like you would find in Diesel ads, which are sort of mimicking the art world that is so hyper, 
to sort of make yourself stand out. Or you have the instance where the people in the ad have the things look like 
the things you do actually have, or a way that you could look, or… Does that make sense? That’s similar to, let’s 
say, 1950s house-wives and the house-wife mimic, but the house-wife mimic because that was what was given to 
her. Now, the two are reverse. The advertisements actually take from street-life as where the street culture has been 
represented in the advertisements. So they become sort of synonymous, in some ways.
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