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Introduction by Daniel Bozhkov: Hello. Welcome, everybody... participants and visitors... to
our first lecture, where the... It’s always so exciting to see all these amazing artists gather here;
and it’s very significant that we open the session this year with... such an artist as Nari Ward.
Quite a lot is going to happen in this community that’s gathered here at the moment...
throughout the summer; so it’s amazing that we start with Nari Ward, really. I feel really
grateful that an artist with such a vision like Nari Ward will be talking about his work tonight. I
will never forget my experience with his piece, “Happy Smilers, Free Shopping,” [sic] at Jeffrey
Deitch Projects in New York City in 1996. A large chunk of real fire escape hangs from the
ceiling; and below it a barricade of used furniture held together by cut strips of fire hose.
Couches, fans, air conditioners, refrigerators, ironing boards... It was a very intense space
where...not only all these objects were given a second life... but I felt that [ was invited to
participate, and to bring all my personal, political, psychological, and spiritual references. There
was so much room for me to fill in... and to finish up the very complex and physical part of a
text Nari Ward had started and left so generously open. Vito Acconci said in this room a few
years ago that one of the unfulfilled dreams of his generation was to make art less dependent...
and take it out of the gallery. (Baby speaks in background, speaker laughs) Everybody who goes
to a museum or a gallery behaves and perceives things as a museum and gallery goer. If you
show something at the railway station, people encounter it on their way to work, and their
responses are different, certainly less mediated by the specialness of the white cubicle. The
bitterness of Vito Acconci was that it had never been as many galleries as there sprung in New
York City after the Seventies. Artists like Nari Ward have continued these efforts of Vito
Acconci’s generation, bringing the complexity of everyday life, and sensitivity towards the life
of community into the artwork, and the artwork back into the everyday life. Nari Ward is a
Skowhegan alumnus; he has been a resident artist at the Studio Museum in Harlem; he was a part



of a project called “Quiet in the Land,” curated by France Morin, which took place at the last
remaining Shakers’ community, not far from here at Sabbathday Lake, Maine—about an hour
and a half from here.... He’s... participant at 1995... Whitney Biennial... represented by Jeffrey
Deitch in New York City; and he also took part in the Documenta 11 in 2002. I feel we are very
lucky that Nari Ward would be speaking about his work tonight. Please welcome Nari Ward.

(applause)

Speaker: It’s really a pleasure to be here. It’s funny that Daniel started talking about... the
“Happy Smilers, Duty Free Shopping” piece, which is piece unfortunately I had to—I edited
quite a few of my slides... There’s about maybe a third of things that... -- installations and
things of that nature that I kind of had to keep out... only because the time wouldn’t allow it, and
I really wanted to focus on a couple of pieces that wouldn’t be redundant. Okay, so... I actually
wanted to start off the slides with... the work that I did here; because Skowhegan was such an
important place for me. It was a place—I actually remembered... coming here in—the then-
director Barbara Lapcek sort of going through the motions of pretty much what Linda had gone
through—but she used this term that I thought was, you know, kind of cheesy at the time; and
she was like, “Oh, you’re the créme de la créme, you know;” so just this big buildup, and it was a
little bit ridiculous... But one of the things that I really got out of the time here, and what they
emphasized, was this idea of exploring beyond what you’d started out... doing, or what you’d
ever think of doing at home. And... I originally got accepted here as a painter and a sort of
drawer; I was actually using fire to make marks and working on paper. And when I got here I
decided—that it seemed like that challenge of going beyond what you normally do... I would try
and take on; and so I decided I was going to do... sort of earthworks, or... something in that
nature, something dealing with the landscape. And so the pieces that I did were primarily using
found objects and dealing with... the... sites—site-specific. And... you’ll see the—You’ll
recognize, probably, the spaces. But it became a really great foundation for me, because it was
this idea of using found objects, and then trying to develop the narratives from those objects; and
trying to layer them; and trying to make them... to personalize those stories that came through
those objects, became the real foundation for what I was interested in—and still am interested

. you know, the history of that object, and #ow to expand on it, and #ow to make it special.
And so... let me just—Let’s start... the slides.

SLIDE

Oh, the other thing—I really encourage—The reason why I cutted [sic] out so much of my slides
was... not to feel like I’'m repeating the same talk... but that people would ask questions; so I
encourage that-- while I’'m going just shout out any questions. Like Linda was saying, there’s no
bad question. And it usually allows me to go off on some tangent that I normally wouldn’t,
and... --you know, which is sometimes good... so I don’t get into a sort of redundancy again.
Bill might know this piece pretty well; I think he’s here. (laughter) (laughs) This is back here.
This piece is called “Praise.” And... the... One of the important things that I’ve been trying to
develop—and I think one of the challenges as a student for me was how to go beyond this thing
being... -- you know, being art. You know... I have this real sort of love/hate relationship with
art history, and theory; and... in a sense I’ve always been trying to figure out how to go beyond
those things, how to find my own language... without being so directly embedded in, you know,
what other people were writing about—and philosophers and things like that. And I started



looking at my own belief system... And I grew up as a Baptist; and so this idea of
transcendence... and spirituality... and this notion of transformation... really became part of
what I was engaged with. And this piece, like I said, it’s “Praise,” is two sections.... | was
intrigued with the idea of these telephone poles as receptacles of information and energy... being
crosses as well... And I wanted to ignite that space and activate it. And so what I did is [—I
don’t even know if I asked Bill; but somebody must have asked at that time... to dig a hole...
because I wanted to somehow charge that space. I guess I was reading a lot of... Robert Farris
Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit at the time; and... he talks a lot about West African ideology in
terms of religious objects... tribal works—and also outsider artists. And those became real...
connections, real places for me to develop the ideas and questions... and engage in my own
belief system in some way. And when I generally talk about—you know, you’ll see a few
elements of the Trinity sort of pop up in the work but it’s not—I’m not just dogmatic...
Christian. Actually I haven’t gone to church in maybe three years... But it’s really about that
space that I grew up in, and that space that... a lot of my belief system and family structure
revolves around; and sort of... questioning it, at the same time... leaning into it. And so all of
those... possibilities.... So what you’re looking at are... telephone poles—I dug down... I was
able to find—I guess there was a factory going out of business, and they had these... leather
straps that used to run these... I guess they’re sort of turbines... maybe from the 19" century;
and... so there’s a little detail of it. So... the entire hole is sort of woven. And this idea of
weaving really became important for me, because it was a sense of bringing together objects that
shouldn’t be together... and finding a way to make them whole. And so I made this sort of
basket; and... they’re... these little circles that you see are actually from tin cans. And the tin
can actually turns up in the other piece as well. And at the very bottom... it’s—so again it’s this
woven basket—At the very bottom is a barbed wire mound that had... sort of cloth sort of woven
into it as well. So it was about potentiality, and... me... really... the necessity of me being there
and creating that space; and the energy that went into creating that space. It took me about—
maybe about two and a half, maybe three weeks of working non-stop—I would work in the
night—I’d starts working... probably around eight o’clock into... three or four in the
morning...because it was cooler... and I liked to blast my music and it wasn’t bothering
anybody, ‘cause most of the people wouldn’t be around. There was about a group of maybe four
or five of us that took (107) on this night crew... and then I remember specifically going—There
wasn’t a lot of McDonald’s and... Burger Kings in Skowhegan then—we would have our town
run; and the town run consisted of going to the... gas station where they had refried burritos that
you could put in the microwave and... beer for (laughs) a break, which was a lot of fun. So next
to that piece was this piece. It’s a little bit out of focus; let me see if I can—And... basically it’s
a pipe that—it’s just sort of this ruptured pipe; and there are these old-fashioned bedsprings that
actually are suspended in it; so the spring’s connected to the... four crosses. And... the pipe is
rusted down the middle, so it was sort of discarded; but I... really got interested in this idea of
this conduit, this form that I could remake and create something else from it. And... this conduit
for maybe energy... then... and water... And at the very bottom...

SLIDE

Oh—it’s also sort of woven—again, this idea of healing. This is a—1I guess I was also looking a
lot at somebody like Beuys, and how he used felt and material, and this... using this material like
felt is healing, and here was cotton as this healing material. I was thinking about, you know, if



somebody gets a cut what is it they put on there for healing; it’s usually cotton balls or cotton,
so... that became part of this piece in a very direct way. And at the bottom were the other—the
remnants of the cans... which are... just broken—What you see there are broken bottles and the
remnants of the cans that were from the tops. And the poles also, if you look to the right, the
poles also have this kind of floral pattern—it’s just tin that I found at the junkyard; and the actual
poles themselves are sort of... stuffed with cotton. So... any questions? I’m going to, you
know, just keep going if you don’t have any questions at all.

Question: (unintelligible)
Speaker: Sure.

Question: Do you have a (unintelligible) specific concept of what it’s going to look like, and then
(unintelligible)?

Speaker: It’s... That’s a really good question. [—It was kind of a fluke... in a lot of ways...
because [—I don’t know why we went to the dump, but there was a kind of... field trip to the
dump... that—Somewhere in Skowhegan here there’s a dump—And I remember going with a
group of maybe five or six of the sculp—primarily the sculptors that went. And... just sitting
there and then... just... certain materials I was reacting to in a really... immediate way. And...
so I knew that I wanted those particular materials; and then when I got back... I think I might
have gotten the strappings there... and the idea that I wanted to make a vessel in the ground
became a step to go into... And then it just kind of developed as I was working on the piece—
It’s sort of getting the body and mind in the piece... It sort of just developed... in that sense.
And I only initially thought I was going to do one... and then... just to the left is that empty—
That empty spot was there; and I decided to develop something there. I don’t know why... that
was there; maybe there was—I think there was a gazebo there at one point; so it made sense to
kind of connect those two things, the two pieces. So a little bit after having gotten back from
Skowhegan and finding out that I wanted to work with found objects I... was fortunate enough to
get a residency at the Studio Museum in Harlem. And... the Studio Museum in Harlem has a
really great program where they give you a studio for a year and basically... funds; they give you
money to be in the studio. And so, at the end of that year you—I think there are three or four
artists— It’s generally four artists—no, three artists—get to show the work together. And they
have a show in the museum... in a part of the museum. So it’s a really great program,; it still
goes on today, and some great people have been through it. So I got that—got the residency;
and... developed these pieces. In a way these were... kind of—These pieces were actually a
fallback plan, because... what happened when I was there was I started collecting... objects. I
started collecting a lot of—specifically baby strollers... And... it was a real... It was very
strange... again, consistent with—pretty much connected to your question. I didn’t know what I
wanted to do with these baby strollers; but... everywhere I went I started finding these
abandoned baby strollers; and... -- especially in urban environments what happens is... you
find... people will have children... and... they will... instead of keeping these baby strollers
they’ll throw them away... And then... because they’re big and they don’t fit into garbage bags,
they get put on the top of the garbage... And then somebody who’s homeless... sort of
marginalized... will pick it up and use it to carry bottles and cans. So... And then when they re
finished with it they’ll leave it in an empty lot. So this is Harlem in, like, you know the early



Nineties, when it was pretty difficult, and even dangerous. And so... they’re—and very
neglected. So there were a lot of empty lots. And sometimes you’d walk into an empty lot and
see four or five baby strollers sort of pushed together, you know, but nobody around. And...
something—There was a story there; there was something important about these objects, and
something about this... experience of what... this thing having gone through being a vessel of
potentiality with this new child being placed in it and pushed into the world; and then being used
by somebody who’s sort of been marginalized and somehow categorized as a failure. So... I was
really engaged with this possibility of working with this material and its story behind it. So what
I did when I was there was I started collecting them. And every day for like four months I went
out and collected baby strollers; and I had maybe about... two or three hundred of them, you
know. And I think it was at that point—but they were folded down; the studio wasn’t so big; the
studio might have been about the size of... you know... this front space, maybe even half of that.
But, you know, they fold up; so it was great to store them. But at a certain point the curator
came to me and said, you know... “What are you going to do with these... because we can’t
show them here... because... you don’t have this kind of space to show these. So what’s
happening?” You know, she—I think she was under the impression I was under some kind of
nervous breakdown or strain or something—And in a sense maybe I was, because I... kind—my
entire mode... and mood would be affected by how many baby strollers I found for that day.
(laughter) And if I found a twin, it’s like nothing could go wrong for you know at least two days
(laughter) of glowing. So... it was really—I just was obsessed. Even now it’s hard for me to
walk by an empty baby stroller, you know, that’s been thrown out. (laughter) So I sort of put that
on the side burner, and... you know—and started working on these... objects. This is called
“Blue Window, Brick, Vine;” and... it’s basically a mattress with a window inside of it. And
inside the mattress or—the cushion has been kind of wrung. So you get this sort of gnarled, you
know, intestinal kind of aspect to that material. And then the entire thing has been kind of basted
and coated in... Tropical Fantasy soda and sugar, which is... a medium I got really excited
about, this Tropical Fantasy soda. And you see the soda a lot in poor... sometimes urban
environments, sometimes poor neighborhoods in, you know, the Midwest. And it’s a soda that’s
marketed to... probably more to young children, or people who aren’t so interested in the basics
of nutrition. So they’re really like eye-popping yellows and reds and blues and—And this whole
idea of a tropical fantasy, you know... I got really... really excited about using it. So I cooked it
down with a whole lot of sugar; and basically the entire sculpture is sort of basted in it. And
there’s these bricks that are growing. And in a way it was sort of me dealing with what was
going on in Harlem and this urban environment, a sort of crisis.

SLIDE

This other piece is called “Sky Juice;” and it all sort of started with the find—I found this family
album. And... in the burnt coca cola bottles that you see up top are actually pictures of some
family that I found in an empty lot, just a whole album that was dumped out. And I wanted to—
There was—again, there was something there that I wanted to activate; and I didn’t want to...
necessarily... you know... monopolize these people, or use them; so I wanted to find a way to
protect it and maybe even disguise who they were. So they’re each—Each of those coca cola
bottles are—the image has been pushed in... in there; and the backs have been sort of burned, so
they close up; and then they’re sort of dipped in the soda, so they’re—You sort of know they’re
people, but you don’t really know—You wouldn’t be able to tell exactly who it is... And then



this entire fence—that metal fence and the cloth and... clothes have been sort of wrung on and
tied down; and then the whole thing is again basted in sugar. The sugar for me was this
reference to... a kind of quick fix, the same way you know you get this sugar and it’s like this
quick rush... and then after a while your body kind of goes back down. And it was a metaphor
of—In a sense it was kind of a metaphor of religion, you know, this idea—and so the term “Sky
Juice” is sort of critical... about... you know... the Church, specifically in Harlem, where you
have... I think it’s probably the most churches in the entire country are in Harlem. I think they
have a record with Jamaica, which is another place I feel connected to. But... this idea that...
religion becomes a kind of—you know, I think Marx had said it, sort of “opiate of the people,”
and sort of keeps them numb and not in a position to really... be activists. And so the sugar
became a kind of metaphor for religion in some way. At the same time, you know, I'm... you
know, I still have... a strong connection to the faith in some way, too; so it’s about being critical
and at the same time a necessity of being a part of.

SLIDE

This is a strange piece. It’s called “Trophy;” and it’s the same kind of idea of taking the stuff
from the street... combining it; except that this one was—this was something I actually saw.
And... there was a woman in my neighborhood up in Harlem that used to push around baby
strollers, shopping carts... and she would make these accumulations of things. And you’ll see—
in the bags you’ll see there’s... soap and... handbags... And then what she would do is she
would basically abandon them... and go on again and do more; and then... Then the Sanitation
people would pick it up and throw it away. And I got really fascinated with her; and I sort of
saw her practice... not unlike, you know... my practice, perhaps; and... anybody, in terms of
life. And so we have these possessions, we put them together, and then... you know, they’re—
they move on in some way. So I wanted to do something with it; and so, when she got rid of this
particular one, I was able to get it. It’s called “Trophy” again; and it’s... on top... I added three
things: I added the plant, the plastic plant that’s on top; I added the birdcage on the right; and
then all of the sugar. And that’s pretty much... all the stuff I put on there. The funny thing
about this piece, which kind of really knocked me back... I remember going to the opening of
the Studio Museum in Harlem and, you know, being in my... fineries; and going there for... you
know, for the reception; and I decided, you know what, I’ll go the back way. I kind of didn’t
want to go in through the front, and just go in the back end of the museum. And I’m getting out
of the car, and who goes by but this woman with her... with her... pushing her stroller, and—it
just sort of knocked me back a little bit, because it sort of put me in another mental space than I
originally was in. I was in this kind of art...world space; and it sort of brought me back; and... I
was glad that I saw her; it was sort of a good thing—sign—in some way.

Question: Did you ever have any contact with her?

Speaker: Somebody asked me that, you know, and I didn’t want to have any contact with her.
You know, I didn’t have any curiosity about—I didn’t want to romanticize it; it was sort of
something that was in my head; and I didn’t want to go into... giving her money, or—so, you
know, all of these other things came up that people would ask me, and [—For me it was... the
magic of seeing her that evening was enough. You know. That was like again something—that
made me in some way realize that perhaps I was being guided, you know. So... I talked about



the baby strollers, which became a piece... and a problem, you know, in a lot of ways, because |
didn’t know what I wanted to do with it. But some other things that I was picking up from these
lots... It’s funny, Harlem has changed so much now, because you... would go to these lots and
find... really... really interesting and powerful objects... and... that was a sort of great part
about being a neglected environment—for me anyways. It’s now really on—especially, you
know, post Giuliani—the mayor. He’s... kind of cleaned things up. I could count on going to a
lot, and... two months later going back and finding the same thing. So I didn’t necessarily have
to bring it to my studio; you know it was really... a fertile environment (laughs) for me. But
now it’s... you know, I’ve got to get it the same day or they’ll come—Sanitation will come and
snatch it up. But back in the day, again—This is going back to... maybe ’92... no, this is
‘93/°94... I started finding these things and said, “Okay, now how do I make these things
special? How do [—the people look at them; they’re junk, you know. That’s how they perceive
them. How do I build a narrative around them? How do I develop them to being magical and...
creating—not just being magical. How do I make these things create the space... as objects.”
And so [—sort of, in a way, this might be connected to... you know, the generation of
Minimalists I was really engaged with too; and so... it started out being about Minimalism.
But... I got involved in using fire hose. And the fire hose came as the result of... I think I found
a small sample of it; and I got really excited about the material because it had a potential for
being a really hard-core industrial material like you would—Iike a Minimalist kind of aesthetic.
But then I could also, by wringing it and manipulating it and burning it, I could also have it
become kind of organic. And I liked that it had this connection to both fire and water, and they
were both forces of regeneration. And so I started working with fire hose and it became
addictive; I had to stop. I mean it was... It got great—It was great because I got endless supply
of it; New York City actually has a place called the “hose room.” And the hose room is where
all the firemen bring their busted hoses. And... they used to repair the hoses; but what happened
was... because of insurance and—they’d just bring them there, and they have nothing to do with
them. You know the guys... just basically—the Sanitation Department grumbles because they
don’t—it’s not biodegradable. They don’t have enough landfill to throw it in... So when I came
along... sort of this goofy artist to (laughs) try and find fire hose, they’re like, “Where is your
studio? We’ll bring it to you.” And they ended up bringing—I had to tell them to stop. I had to
call them up and say, “Don’t bring any more fire hose.” I still have in my basement like maybe a
hundred reams of this stuff. (laughter) So it was a material that I could have endless—and I could
probably have come—turned into... “The Fire Hose Artist;” so I had to really fight that desire.
(laughter) But it—No, ‘cause it’s such a great material. But... And what I decided to do with
this is to create capsules—forms—to protect these objects; and this notion of them being... you
know being taken to this other place via these vehicles. So what I did was I initially wrapped the
fire—and I like this kind of Guston... marking, this—It’s actually how my drawings were, this
kind of cross hatching that came out of it. And it’s—what you’re seeing wrapped is actually a
cardboard box. And I would burn the inside of the cardboard box. Another thing is you see this
empty lot is... right behind the Studio Museum (laughs) in Harlem; it was perfect. Now it’s
developed and it’s (laughs) some high rise or something. But... here... it’s burned out. I would
extinguish—That’s me burning it; you can see how the lot was. And then... it’s actually a funny
thing; I was there burning this, and there’s actually—there’s two people sleeping in that truck.
And it wasn’t till towards the end when I was leaving that they kind of came out. You know, I
was thinking, God, they could have been burnt up. But... extinguish the box before it would
totally disintegrate; and so I had these empty... charged... For me it was charged, because



somehow... you couldn’t quite figure out what they were. And this magic of not knowing what
they were is what I was interested in having these become. And I think that’s... That was one of
the things that these brought on for these objects... And also the fact that they disguised the
objects. So I would stuff, you know, clothes; I would stuff dolls... just pack these things up.
And then [—after I had all these Minimalist forms... that are rectangles and squares and
thereabouts, I decided I needed another form to kind of hold them together; and another kind of
way of working with the material; so this became that, this sort of mandala form. And it’s the
same fire hose; actually it’s the skin. I cut—the fire hose is layered; so... there’s like two layers
in it. There’s the rubber and polyester kind of blend that’s inside; and then there’s a kind of
polyester—Ilighter polyester... membrane that can actually be cut off. And so I cut each one off;
and then that was easy for me to kind of ring, and create this kind of visceral... physical form...
of—you know, sort of intestines and... if you step back it looks like figures, and... so I liked
that; it really could be activated in its entire way. And sort of became this piece called “Exodus.”
And it really was about this idea of—not physically taking these things anywhere, of course; but
maybe spiritually taking them in terms of... the viewer not having a context for them; they’re
not—they’re art, but they’re—some kind of ritual has gone on with them; and I like this idea of
the mystery that—Mystery, maybe that’s the big word that... gets exposed and... pushed into the
space. So... after having all the baby strollers, and... you know I... I decided to stop at 365; I
figured that’s a good number for the year. And... I needed a place to show them. And so I
decided I would try and find a church. But I couldn’t find a church... but I found an abandoned
firechouse; and I thought it was great, because then I could use—I had enough fire hose (laughs),
so I could use fire hose in the piece as well. So about the same time—and it was a huge... big,
huge space—so about the same times [sic] I made... the—finally got a chance to do it myself....
And I rented this space... and I made this piece called “Amazing Grace.” And it’s actually a
kind of very theatrical... piece. And there’s a Mahalia Jackson version of “Amazing Grace”
being echoed into this space that I played. And I don’t know if you’re familiar with “Amazing
Grace,” but it was a song, a gospel standard, that was written by a slave trader. And the story
goes that he was... caught at sea in a storm; and in desperation and in fear of losing his life, he
got down on the ground and prayed to God to save him, and that if he... was saved he would
stop this nasty business of the slave trade. And so... it was a—It’s really about transformation;
and it’s really about having, you know, found yourself, or found... a kind of transcendence. So I
felt it was perfect, because I didn’t really want this piece to be... sad. In a sense it was a kind of
humorous part, because there’s this kind of racetrack that kind of goes around the piece as well.
So... I really wanted it to be more upbeat; and... maybe it’s a little bit... church; but that’s—for
me church is also positive. So... it felt right to do that. And... so...

SLIDE

There’s another view. So what you have are these forms of the baby strollers that—There are
some that are on the sides that are sort on the sides that are sort of like witness to these other
forms that are sort of in the middle that are tied down. Again, there’s that—you know the... fire
hose kind of wrung. And I think maybe I did two more fire hose pieces after that; but...--And
that’s one of the reasons why, Daniel, I didn’t want to put (laughs) in—I didn’t put in the “Happy
Smilers” piece; because it was another fire hose piece... in there.

SLIDE



This piece is what—I got invited to participate—Klaus Kertess actually came by and saw the
“Amazing Grace” piece. And... I’'m going to just—Something about the “Amazing Grace”
piece that I did, which I’m happy that I was able to do is... I actually went out with the little—
you know, with the funds I had accumulated from the Studio Museum residency... and rented
that space, that firehouse; and I... So it was a project that I kind of initiated myself and... sent
out flyers and... really figured out how to... get it—get people from the neighborhood. And that
was one of the emphases for me is... how to get people from the neighborhood involved in the
work; because I didn’t really feel that comfortable about the white cube... The history of the
white cube for me was not one one that I was—was consistent with what I was interested in.
And I felt like this neighborhood that I felt really passionate about; and... felt critical about, and
had problems, and... but still... felt like these people deserved to see something more than just...
you know, MTV and... And I wanted to see—bring something that they were somehow familiar
with, which is the everyday object; and then build up on that, you know. So that was why I sort
of went and decided to get that space and show. It would never have worked in a gallery
environment the way it did there. So anyway Klaus Kertess from the Whitney saw that piece and
was really impressed with it... and then he put me in the Biennial. And so I sort of went to this
oppositional end of going and... this is actually a hearse; and it’s been kind of split down the
middle. And... above... the hearse—it’s greased; there’s grease, car grease outside and inside...
except for the windows, where you’ve got that beautiful curtain that was still in place... and in
the back as well.

SLIDE

There’s another view of it. And there’s car mufflers, tied. And then there’s this material called
barrier cloth; I don’t know if you guys know this barrier cloth; maybe Bill would know this. It’s
this kind of material that’s used in landscaping to separate like the more... the good soil from the
bad soil—or the more kind of decorative soil from the soil that’s... the common earth; so it
allows for moisture and water to go... to sort of recede, at the same time keeping it separated.

So it’s all this—that black cloth up top is barrier cloth. I think this was a kind of reaction to what
was going on at the time. It’s called “Peacekeeper.” And it was... about... the time that you
would see in the New York Times all these images of... sort of genocide in Bosnia and Rwanda.
And... basically we wouldn’t know how to deal with it; and I think the United States didn’t
know how to deal with it; the world didn’t know how to deal with it at the time. And even the
peacekeepers, the so-called—the United Nations... were inactive. They didn’t—and millions of
people died—thousands—hundreds of thousands of people died. So... what I really wanted to
talk about is this kind of impotence, and this caged animal that was there; and... this thing that
sort of permeates; so this—the smell of this grease actually was... throughout the entire museum,
you know, for good or for (laughs) bad. But I think Klaus might have been... maybe not as
happy after... ‘cause it kind of... took over a lot and, you know... smell can do that. But I was
happy that I got a chance to present it. Was there... a question?

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: You see me walking around here with this hat that says “Ward Automotives?” My
brother actually is a car mechanic; so he’s been (laughing) storing... the piece for me. What I



ended up doing to move it... is to wrap it in Saran Wrap, the entire thing has just been...
enmeshed in Saran Wrap. We couldn’t even get it in the Whitney; and... it’s a good thing that I
actually had cut it, because it was-- the only way to get it in the Whitney initially, before it was
even greased, was to get it under the elevator; we sort of pulled it up under the elevator shaft.
So... to get it out, you can imagine how they were just dreading that; you know, so—but we
found a solution of wrapping the entire thing. And so he’s storing it for me, you know; it’s...
He’s diligently waiting... waiting for something. Is that what your question was, or was it going
somewhere else?

Question: No. My question was just about... you know, after you’re done with the pieces...
what happens to them? Because... you know, like the sugar... disintegrates... You know, what
happens (unintelligible)

Speaker: Oh... Well, the sugar piece—for instance the “Trophy” piece; I’ll just—just an aside
that might be tangential to the question.... This collector bought this piece, “The Trophy,” right?
And so... she calls me up maybe about three months after she had bought it; and she said... “I
think we have a problem here...” And I said, “Well, what do you—What’s wrong?” “It’s
dripping. It’s dripping; it’s just dripping everywhere.... “ (laughter) And I said, “No, no, that’s
not a problem. That’s what happens.” I really—And the fact of the matter is I really wanted the
piece to... What gave me the idea of the sugar was... [ was doing these baseball bats... that were
coated with sugar; and... Well at first I did these baseball bats; and I’ll show them in the next
piece that... had cotton on it; and then I had them in my studio... And I remember my friends
coming in and grabbing these baseball bats—“Oh, man, these are cool!” you know; and just total
disrespect for the piece, you know, as an object; and... I felt, “Wow, this thing is not powerful
enough,” ‘cause he wouldn’t—you shouldn’t have touched it if it was. And so I started...
dipping the handles into sugar, you know... And then the same thing happened and he—This
guy would come back again and he grabbed it. And then the heat from his hand activated the
sugar... and then he said, “Aw, shit!” and he put it back down. And I said, “Okay, the piece is
really strong,” you know; it’s what I wanted—that’s the reaction I wanted from it. (laughter) So I
just told the woman to—“Don’t worry. Iftoo much of it falls off I'll come and make some
more.” She never (laughs)—I never heard from her again. So it—the big problem, though,
Joanne—I think one thing that you’re getting—you’re sort of getting at, which is site-specific
work, when it gets sold... -- for like “Amazing Grace,” that was a problem; and another piece
that I’m going to show... when it gets showed, and it gets re-sited, what happens then and how...
you know, how much compromise does one get engaged in before the piece isn’t working any
more. And so there are some pieces that happened that—Ilike for instance... “Amazing Grace”
was purchased by a collector in Athens; and he ended up having a space in this basement for it,
and...-- of his collection. And it worked out that the piece was totally different... but... I didn’t
mind, because I felt like there was a history of the piece for me... having kind of inaugurated in
that neighborhood; so that now, for me that, when I see the piece it’s not just there, but the others
too—And then the big... question becomes, how do I make it powerful for the person who’s
seeing it for that first time. But... always it’s informed by the experience with the piece before.

SLIDE
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So this is... This is... It’s called “Iron Heavens;” and... although these are a batch that have been
sort of... somehow scorched... and then the... cotton has been sort of... What you see there is
actually cotton that’s been dipped in sugar. I—this is where—I started this piece &ere, in a sense
that... when I started working with the cotton on the “Praise” piece, I really wasn’t that happy
with what the cotton did; I didn’t feel like I transformed it enough; so... there were some other
cotton elements that I started dipping. I started dipping cotton... in sugar; and then I started
ironing the edges; so that what happened when it dried was 1’d have these pendants... where the
cotton would dry really hard where I ironed; and then it would still have this kind of fluffy,
cottony quality in the middle. And then the ironed edges became areas that I could actually nail
it on, or... physically it became like a pendant. And so... what you’re seeing are hours and
hours of work... in terms of—And it was necessary for me to do that, to put that amount of work
and labor in the piece. And for me it—the labor—is this idea of... transformation, and getting
myself physically involved in the work; so it was kind of... you know, it was kind of mental
stuff where you get lost; you all know that—you sort of get into something and you kind of
disappear into the work. And it’s kind—It’s almost... you know, so it’s almost like a rosary,
where you get sort of this piece that comes out. And... that sort of functions this way. So what
I—oven pans in the back... Why oven pans? I started getting fascinated with the oven pans as
galaxy... as stars; and so [ would (laughs) go around and look into ovens that... were being
discarded; and it had to be the ones that had these little dots; it had to be the stars, the night
stars—That’s what I sort of saw them as. And it sort of came—This whole piece sort of
revolved around this... very, maybe silly but appropriate little... story about stars, which is the
fact of the matter is, by the time the light from a lot of stars that we all look up and say, “Oh, this
is so beautiful...” By the time the light gets to us, a lot of those stars no longer exist, because
they have burned out; it just takes the light so long to get to us. And there was something very
sad about that for me; and at the same time very poetic. And so... And this piece is sort of about
loss... and regeneration, which is the addition of the cotton. And not loss in a kind of...-- more a
kind of violence; and that’s why the... It’s not necessarily a critique of American pastime, as
much as just the primal club, which is the... which is that, the bat form. Any questions? Okay.
So not all these bats were collected. You know, I started out with this really hardcore conceptual
notion that yes, I had to collect them; and... there are 365 of them as well. But what happened
was... | started going around collecting them... and nobody wanted to give up their baseball
bats. Even when I came with brand new bats—I would go to a store owner who might have a
baseball bat; and I’d say, “Here, have a brand new bat. Would you mind giving me your old
one?” He wouldn’t give it up. You know... So I had to go and just get new bats, and...
scorched them. It’s sort of real connected to that... bat, primal stuff.

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: I think the scorching was to negate the history, to negate them as just bats. You know,
again, it was—sort of got me back to...fire as this reference to transformation and... the same
way the fire made this mysterious object—You know... it might sort of—for me this was maybe
an early memory; but... I remember, you know, growing up in Jamaica. They didn’t have
somebody coming by to pick up the garbage disposal; so we burned the trash somewhere in the
back yard. And I remember like... seeing things get thrown into this place; and it was a place
where my father would say, “Get away from—* and... it sort of became this real special place
for me. And then... having things engaged with fire; and then having it cool down; and then
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going there and picking through things, and... finding out it’s—everything has changed; and that
there were sort of these weird-looking shapes, these really different-looking forms that I’d never
seen before, and... really being excited by them. And I think maybe something—maybe some of
that’s connected to this fire source; I’m not sure.

Question: (unintelligible)
Speaker: Yeah, coating, and...
Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: You know... what for me... covering, shrouding—it’s like... And then it’s always
multiples of the same thing sometimes.... And I think it’s about... really trying to make this
thing special; and the way to make it special is not making it visible... because then people say,
“Oh, it’s just that.” You know, it’s that, but—there’s more; there’s a mystery there. And for me
it’s really about activating the viewer’s imagination to seeing that this is something else; there’s
another kind of ceremony involved in what these things were—or are. This was coated with...
This was—So... another thing that I got fascinated and perplexed by were Christmas trees... and
the fact that Christmas trees are... sort of cut down... they become like the center of the
household for these few months—to December or so, a few months—and then they’re just
thrown out on the street. You know, they’re dressed up and then they just—And then I felt like
there was some missing ceremony for what these things were... and what they meant. And so
I... started collecting Christmas trees, after they were discarded after Christmas; because I felt
like there was some power in them—And the power maybe is the power of them activating my
ideas and then... figuring out how to make the form really engaging... and mysterious. So... I
decided I wanted to put them on springs, ‘cause I just didn’t want—I didn’t want them—So I sort
of burned them; but the burning actually came out as a solution to a problem, because... it just so
happened at the time my studio was across the street from a fire department. And... the fire... I
was bringing in—just bad timing... bad timing. I’'m bringing in these Christmas trees, you
know, like... I’d found somebody who’d dumped maybe, you know, twenty or so of them, and I
started bringing them in. And the firemen see me bringing them in, and immediately they swoop
down on me. And they said, “What are you doing?” And I said, “Oh, no, I’'m an artist, blah,
blah...” “No, no, no, this is crazy, because they’re like—that’s like fuel, you know, when they
get dry.” And they’re like, “No, you cannot bring them in here; we’ll... shut you down.” So I
said, “Okay, what if I burn them?” And they looked at me like I was crazy; and they said,
“Yeah, I guess if you (speaker laughs) burn them and then you can still use them...” So I burned
off all the pines, and burned off the branches, and—so it’s just the spine of the tree. And there
may be in each bundle here, maybe about twenty or thirty spines. And so they’re all coated—
covered with—They’re covered with roofing paper. And then the little bundles that are actually
hanging are... -- you can sort of see through some of them—are pillows and blankets. And it’s
called “Waiting for the Three Kings...”—“The Waiting Trees,” rather. And... they’re also been
salted... to sort of resemble... like snow, or something like that. Sort of winter. Sort of in
hibernation—They’re like sleeping.... “The Waiting Trees.” A little bit after that I got invited to
do a project at this place called Project Row House in Houston, Texas. And... Project Row
House was a... It was a—this guy, Rick Lowe, a young artist... basically recuperated these old
row houses that were drug dens. And the funny thing about these row houses is that they were
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like in downtown Houston—They were so close to the middle of town that you’re surprised that
they were in such bad shape. But it was an African American community; and a community that
was a little bit maybe... in crisis, in some way... economically; and... on many other levels.
And so... they sort of fell into disrepair. And so... Rick did this wonderful thing of his first
show... to salvage these homes was called “A Drive-by.” Now basically he didn’t have enough
money to fix up the homes; but when they were all boarded up, which they became after a while,
he invited artists to decorate each home... each one of these houses that were lined up. And
so... it got a lot of attention; and it does—What quite—What often happens, in a lot of
communities, is... artists sort of re-invigorate the neighborhood. And as a result, this was a
neighborhood that was now kind of sought after; and a lot of... gentrification was going on.
So... this piece sort of deals with this in some way. And what I’ve—What you see here is this
kind of opening, this—You know, you see these when people are—at car dealerships, or when
businesses are just...starting, this little silvery stuff. And inside I got... They have this
wonderful service, which was the kind of inspiration when I got there, that... at the market...
you can actually—I haven’t seen this anywhere else, and maybe, you know, I’m just not in
enough suburban neighborhoods... You could actually take the carts home; you could take the
carts and wheel your food home; and then you could just—when you’re finished with unloading
your groceries, you can push the carts in your front yard, and that, you know, they have a service
that comes and picks them up. So you can imagine when... I got there, and... I was walking
down the street and... I saw all these (laughs) shopping carts... pushed into—you know, pushed
up on the sidewalk. I said, “That’s what I want to work with!” You know... And... it just sort of
brought back all the baby stroller references. So I got all these... shopping carts; and at the
time—you know, even now they have these shopping carts—they have less of them now—they
had these shopping carts with advertisements; and so I kind of elaborated with the advertisement.
So these “Buy Black” signs fascinated me from—for years these “Buy Black™ signs have
fascinated me. So I finally got a chance to figure out how to use them in a piece. And why it
fascinated me was I saw that this was... You know, you have all these sort of slogans, and
“Black is Beautiful...” “Black Pride...” “Black Power...” And then... the last one of those was
Civil Rights era slogans. Seems to be this “Buy Black.” And... then after that you have nothing
else. And I think one of the reasons for that is there is this sense that there isn’t this urgency or
crisis that brought about the Civil Rights Movement; there’s a sort of assumption that that isn’t
the case now. And I remember an experience I had with this sign. I went by a hardware store
that was in Harlem; and for years it had this strange sign—For me it was a really funny sign,
because you know, being an artist I saw it as whole ‘nother kind of funny... thing. But... this
sign was in the window for years; and I remember going in... maybe about... eight years ago;
and this was after this real regeneration going on in Harlem. And the sign wasn’t there. And I
said, “Oh,” to one of the people working there; I said, “What happened to that sign that you...?
—*‘cause I actually wanted the sign. It was quite beautiful. I said, “Did you sell the place, or
what happened?” And the guy goes, “No, man, business is so good we didn’t need that sign any
more.” So [—It sort of (laughs) took me back, you know. (laughter) In a sense what he’s really
saying is... that... they needed it—they had access to another audience; they had access to...
another... you know... [—force of... income, you know; so... he took it out—the owner took it
out. So... it really became this really problematic kind of sign for me; and I really wanted to
work with it; and for years that—you know, it’s sort of been resonating; and this piece allowed
me to do it. What you have there are the “Buy Black™ signs... you have...the other signage that
are on the—the other images that are on the carts are actually images from the garden in the
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back—and images from the... There’s a church down the street; and it’s the stained glass
window from the church. And then the things that are on top of the shopping carts are actually
from this dead tree that was directly behind this... row house. So... the dead tree—I took the
branches off, pulled them in; and... each branch has been sort of delicately and carefully...
sheltered. What you see there is a kind of rubber roofing material that I... sort of burned down
onto the branch, and then it’s painted with aluminum. And it’s sort of this reference to the tree
as shelter; but no longer is this a tree of shelter. It’s almost kind of... sad and even scary. And
it’s this... thing about not having—the piece is called “Strange Roots;” and it’s... sort of inspired
by... Strange Fruits; but it’s taking this other turn... and it’s really about not being rooted, and
the problem with not... having... with a community that’s not rooted... and whose roots are
aligned more with economics... you know... and marketing than actual... something deeper, like
the garden in the back. So... you know, it’s all of these tangents and references that are in there
that I put in there; and when somebody comes in, they may not have any connection to any of the
stuff I’m talking about; but what I hope happens is that they get engaged on a visual level. And
so that’s why... this is so baroque; and this is so kind of this... push for the epic, and the push for
the modular repetition of the same thing over and over... including the material on the wall,
which is newspapers and... ads from... the surrounding... town and stores. So that’s “Strange
Roots.” Any questions? So at a certain point I decided I wanted to start doing back, you know,
again more kind of things in the community, and... putting up sort of renegade pieces. This is
one piece that I put up for a while; and... I’ve never really shown this piece; but it’s basically a
fire extinguisher and a little drum that’s pushed into a remnant of a pay phone. And in a way it’s
kind of about... It’s about a kind of crisis; but also a kind of miscommunication or inadequacy of
communication; so that piece sort of became this gentleman’s... --Bernard, this guy in the
neighborhood loved it; he loved it; he was just getting a kick, and he started getting really into
it... (laughter) So....

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: This was... goodness! This—I still had my studio on 125™ Street at the time; so this
might have been... ’97; and it was a little bit... It was probably after the Biennial and... Yeah, it
was a bit after the Biennial, which was like in ’95.

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: About two years before... or so.... And then there was this piece. The reason why I'm
kind of strange with dates is that sometimes I’ll make the work, and... it’1l sit in the studio for a
long time, but it’s kind of like... basing, or something; it’s not really... finished; you kind of
have it resonating with and speaking to you. So the finishing time... Sometimes there’s things
that a collector asks me to fix and it changes when he gets it back, you know; so it just... it just
keeps going. This was a piece that I did in, I think ’95; and then I did an installation—I did a
performance, which is what I opened up with. And that’s a—The piece is called “Savior;” and...
the performance was called “Pushing Savior;” and basically it’s that... question of trying to
connect... faith; and... this idea of faith. Somebody had asked a question about... you know...
What do you know? Do you know what you’re going to do when you get these things? A lot of
times you don’t know; you just keep going, and... decide you have faith, and... I was trying to
connect that—the idea of the art faith with spiritual faith. And so what I did... is, in my Sunday
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fineries as you will see, is I pushed this piece—and my good friend Marcel Odenbach, who’s a
German videographer—a video artist—documented it for me. And it was a performance
where... on Sunday morning, I pushed this piece from my studio to the Abyssinian Baptist
Church, which is like the prime church in Harlem. And... it was probably about... maybe forty-
five minute push... there; and then... I pushed it back. It was basically I just—It was just
pushing it there and back. And part of the inspiration for this piece was... I was getting ready to
go to this residency that Daniel mentioned, called “Quiet in the Land;” and... the “Quiet in the
Land” residency with the Shaker community—And then in researching the Shakers I was really
fascinated with why I was chosen, in a sense, because you know... I was thinking, “God, what
the hell do I have in common with the Shakers?” --Except that what they do when they work—
for them this idea of work and labor is really prayer; and... that the object becomes a kind of
manifestation of their trust and faith. And so... that’s why these things are so—you know,
conceived as being so... sort of sought after, but... sort of spiritual in some circles. And I
remember reading one of the... elder’s... --Somebody had asked her, “Well, what is it that
makes the Shaker chairs so special... their... rocking chair?” And she said, “Well, we really
make these things as if an angel was to sit in them.” And it’s sort of cheesy and corny and... But
I kind of got inspired by it; and for me this idea of making something for... foreign (for a?)...
power, you know, something that you’re trying to articulate, became this piece. And... at the
very top is this chair. And the chair... is... for me this—I’m pushing the Saviour... and...
pushing the Spirit. But the spirit I’'m really pushing is the spirit within myself. So I’'m sort of
trying to push the Spirit to the church, which is something I told I had this strange connection
to... and then pushing it back to the studio. And what’s there is a—it’s basically a cloth, which
is red, and garbage bag, black—the black plastic is the plastic garbage bag. And then in the blue
garbage bag, which is kind of recyclable—that’s what that’s for—are three clocks. And...
there’s a gate in there, one of these little accordion gates that folds up; and there’s a ladder in
there; and there’s a wheel in there; and there’s... earth in there; and there’s a spring in there... So
there’s all of this that went into making the piece. So I really didn’t—I did the piece early on;
and it took me about a year to do the performance, and then a year to actually document—to
actually edit it. So... it was sort of—and that was the first time—Actually tonight was one of the
first times I’ve shown that piece—maybe the second time that I’ve shown that... ‘cause for me it
was very personal... kind of piece. Any questions? Okay.

SLIDE
Question: What was the reaction to the piece?

Speaker: Oh, it was—It was... a full range of “What the hell is that?” to... “Man, that’s funky!”
You know... which is what I kind of thought would happen; but for me I just blanked it out, you
know... It was really like... me... When I had done the piece; and I think maybe a lot of people
who do performance work... it was a sense of relief... and a kind of weight—of having kind of
confronted their fears... and a kind of... sort of liberation. So it was more... For me it was... I
was more focused on that. But yeah—I mean, in the video there’s—the police officers are
watching it—It’s really strange; some of it’s funny. But the other part of the Shaker experience
was I did—

Question: (unintelligible)
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Speaker: Oh, sorry. Go ahead.
Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Yeah, it was, because you know... I didn’t want to go there like a tourist, you know. I
usually go... When I go to church [—the idea... in the Baptist faith, it’s really that you go as if
you were presenting yourselfto... Christ. So it was really important for me to put on my best,
my Sunday fineries; and so... as much as it was uncomfortable... it was part of that piece—the
bowler hat and... It’s actually better than I actually go to church; I don’t go to (laughing) church
that dressed that well. So it was... essentially even over-do it. So the other part of the Shaker
experiences was then, you know, we were there—It was quite a lot of us. The way it was it was
organized by France Morin; and her idea was, you know, you take artists... and... The funny
thing is she didn’t know there were actually Shakers still in existence. So... when she started
doing this she just was thinking about how to get artists to use Shaker objects in some
informative way in installation... and be inspired by it. Then she found out there were actually
something like a membership of... at the time eight Shakers... still... in existence in Sabbathday
Lake, Maine. Maybe—Yeah, at the time I believe there were eight. And... so she was able to
get—convince them to invite these artists—I think ten of us went... in different... you know...
months, four at a time. And we went to live them; and basically the way it was really organized
was... we would work with them part of the day; and we would have meals with them, and sit at
their testimonials; and then the rest of the time we’d have time to go off to our studios and do
what we needed to do. So... the problem I had going up there was... you know, because I get
inspired by sort of cast-off materials, and the Shaker materials... had become so sought-after
that... when something breaks they bring it to the conservator—that there wasn’t anything really
to work with, you know, apart from... you know... things that I didn’t find that interesting. So I
went to one of the brothers and I asked him, you know, what could I do; and he said, “Well, you
know, we used to have an old dump site that we stopped using in the 1950’s, and maybe you
could go there and see if there’s anything, I’'m sure. Right now it’s just... you know it’s just
over—it’s just land; but maybe you can find something.” So he directed me there; and of course,
by then, you know, it’s like over forty years, and everything had kind of disintegrated and gone
back to earth, except for the bottles. And I got really... obsessed with every day I’d go digging
for bottles... the unbroken bottles. So... And I didn’t know what I was going to do with them;
but I knew I wanted to find them; and again it’s sort of like—the same thing with the baby
strollers; I needed to find them. I got really transfixed with that; and again my whole mood
would be affected by how many I found. And so I decided then I wanted to weave them; I made
this sort of quilt with them; and I used their yarn and made this particular piece. It’s called
“Vertical Hold.”

SLIDE

There’s another version of it. The piece inspired me to do a piece called “Hunger Cradle;” and
basically it was like—it was about trying to weave objects and create a space with the objects,
using this same material, this yarn material. So it led me to do this piece... And I actually did it
in the top floor of that firechouse. This is a piece that... I did... Janine Antoni I had known...
We’d gotten to know each other (laughs) from another residence; prior to Skowhegan we were in
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the Vermont Studio Center; so we got to know each other in the Nineties... early, like ’90—’89
or something like that. And ... we ended up being in the “Quiet in the Land” project together;
and we kind of reconnected and... it was really great to... meet up with her again. And we
thought about working together after... after we got out. And so... I got out—You know,
finished with the “Quiet in the Land” project. So... her and Marcel Odenbach—We all decided
maybe we should do a show. So we did this show called the “Three-Legged Race;” and
basically they... That same that I rented in Harlem... we each took a floor, and did something...
And... Marcel did a video; I did this particular piece; and Janine did a piece in a building that
was next to the building that was kind of... that was... abandoned. She basically re-did a room...
and you’d have to look through the window to see it. But... this sort of became the piece,
“Hunger Cradle.” It’s sort of this... nest... at the same time a kind of spider web, sort of
aggressive and passive at the same time. And it’s all the objects that were in the building; and
the sort of history of the building... from being... a firehouse, a piano moving company, a
limousine service company—the full range of things.

SLIDE

So then the collector bought this piece, right; so then I had the problem of how do I make it make
sense somewhere else. Well, when I did the site visit to the place that he wanted me to install, or
asked me to install it... I saw these—there was a show of video art; and they had these pedestals
there. And I said, “Okay, great. What I’ll do is with this piece, if | have a show it accrues the
history of the site, of the spaces that it’s showed in;” and so I asked him to leave the pedestal—It
was a good luck thing, because the pedestal actually almost the size of... the beams that were in
the space, so it felt like the entire piece was kind of eating the room; and so that’s—the pedestal
is sort of pulled up into the air; and there’s about four or five of them in the piece. You can see
another one back there. So it worked out really well; I was fortunate then... But I lost many
nights of sleep in thinking about how the thing was going to function.

SLIDE

Question: Was it a total reassembly? Did you basically re-do that that whole piece?

Speaker: Yeah, I basically—yeah, totally re-orient what the space could be, how to capture
that—the feeling of some of the original piece, and still take it to being another piece... Yeah.
This space was totally different, and so I had to re—And there were some good qualities, like the
floor was much more... much shinier; so there was a reflection of some of the... materials; so
that was really beautiful... to happen.

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Oh, yeah, totally. I mean everything is interconnected. You cut one area and the other
area loosens up; it’s all sort of interconnected. So... this installation was maybe about ten

days... with two assistants.

Question: (unintelligible)
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Speaker: The only thing that’s new is the thread. And what’s actually happened is more thread is
in there, because some of the original thread is left to hang. So it gets even funkier... in some
sense. Not everything is taut as it would. So I wanted to show this piece ‘cause this is a really
special piece for me. This is a gent—this is an artist named Chen Zen, a very important artist
that unfortunately he’s passed away a few years ago. But Chen and I worked together—He was
also in the “Quiet in the Land” project, and... we decided to do—we were offered the possibility
of doing a collaborative piece in Stockholm... How am I doing with time? How’s—I’m
rambling here—in Stockholm; so... we... It was always—It’s always so difficult to figure out in
any kind of collaborative venture how to make it work; and so we had an opportunity to do a
piece in a—it was boat museum. And... it was huge—really big space; and so... we talked
about what to possibly do; and we sort of settled on this idea of... cultural... a kind of cultural
infiltration... This piece is called “Interfection;” and it’s a cross between... affection and... an
infection, in some ways. So we created like this virus; and the idea we had was that it became
like these organic forms that, at the same time... absorbs each other and transforms each other.
And so his section dealt with the issues that he was concerned with, which was his health. He
had a very rare blood disease; and so what you see on his section, which is the lighter plastic one,
are I'V bags and a plastic membrane; and inside the IV bag is Chinese medicine; and there are all
these little tubular connections. And on mine... my side I took mattresses and I... wooden
mattresses and I broke them up. And... so there’s sort of this explosion of these mattresses; and
then there are these objects; and I was interested in the unconscious and... this idea of sleep...
and... memory... and so all of this was part of my piece, and—which sort of merged these two
animals together. And inside... the idea is that his piece would devour mine; but mine would
penetrate his; so it was really quite a kind of sexual piece... We were laughing at it afterwards;
but... it was a wonderful experience to work with him; he’s... a great, great artist.

Question: Where was that?
Speaker: It was in Stockholm... in Sweden.
SLIDE

Another view of his.... Chen actually has... or just came—a show of his just came down from
PS 1; he had a big survey show... a beautiful show. That was in—it was also in Boston.

SLIDE

So the piece kind of... hangs in the space; it... I have a video to really capture it. And [—this is
another piece. I included because this idea of... something sort of devouring another thing. I
was invited to do a show with a group of artists in Florence—not a bad spot to go and do
(laughs) a show. But it was challenging; and we realized that we were being kind of steered to
the tourist spots, you know. Here was a group... and art organization that was very successful
with... having gotten contemporary artists funded from the government—the city—to do shows;
and so they wanted to highlight, you know, the usual spots... the churches and the plazas, and...
So they had done quite a few of those... and when we got there—By the time we got there I
think we might have been like the fourth or fifth—sixth, actually, the sixth group—we were like,
the hell with that, you know. What can we do now? I mean let’s deal with the places that the
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regular folks see and... the places that are kind of overlooked, the invisible places that nobody
thinks about when they’re going to Florence and Poggibonsi. So this particular part if
Poggibonsi; and Poggibonsi is a major industrial part... of that area. And the unique thing about
Poggibonsi is that in World War II they were bombed because they were a big industrial area;
they were bombed by the Allied Forces, so... a lot the homes were... A lot of the homes are
actually quite ugly, because they’re kind of new—newish. But one of the industries, strangely
enough, that they... thrive on is making caravans, making mobile homes. (laughs) So... I mean
they supply mobile homes to a good part of the whole of Europe. And so... I’'m invited to go to
this place, and I really got interested in this incinerator. You know I like to go to—My
fascination is always when I go to these countries to go to the dumps, you know; I’m really
intrigued with how people—How do they deal with their garbage? And it’s totally different in
different places. And this was a place where they burn—they had access to this incinerator; and
there was a landfill: This section that’s up here is actually a landfill. So it’s kind of a new part
of... a new space that’s being developed; and you sort of have to wind to get to it. But just
below is that incinerator; and sure enough, they’re hiding this incinerator because it’s behind all
of these huge cypress trees. And I said, “You know, I want to do something with this
incinerator.” And they got very nervous, because, you know, the incinerator was a big point of
contention for the town... because it’s toxic... is basically. So I said, “Okay, so what I want to
do is—I’d like to—* One other industry that’s really thriving there is the tourist trade of making
alabaster lamps

(AUDIO BREAK)

Well... that material you see there in those bags are actually filter that comes from the
incinerator. And inside the filter is just seeds; there’s sunflower seeds and corn and all the seeds
of that area that people... use to plant... the things that they are planting in the local area. And
it’s just—It was just a place of contemplation. What I was really interested in, though, is the
power of the light... the power of the light from the fire to the power of the light that the... the
daylight, or the light of this... of the candles when you’re inside or outside and you see that,
‘cause the alabaster’s quite translucent. And.. this idea of the light as being... about...
destruction but also... hope. So it... made a lot of sense; and it made sense to them; and so they
allowed this piece to stay there for a long—It’s still there; it’s a permanent piece now, so it
worked out really well.

Question: Were the other artists (unintelligible) or were you all on your own?

Speaker: Yeah. We each had our own... We each got an opportunity to develop our work in
different—So it was like a whole... visitation that dealt with just siting... They’d bring us all
over the place; and then... we would choose a particular site, and then make a proposal for what
sites we wanted to... work. And then they would say... if they liked it the would say, “Great.
We can do it.” If'they didn’t like it they’d say, “Well... the budget doesn’t allow that.” (laughs)
You know, they’d have their ways to say that it wasn’t going to happen.

SLIDE
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So this is a piece I did just recently for the Spoleto Festival in South Carolina. And... it’s kind
of a—This empty lot used to be a Black community called “The Borough.” And the Borough
has... was kind of... wiped out. What happened was, in Hurricane Hugo—just—Y ou might be
able to see just to the back there, those white structures are actually boats; so it’s very—it’s
really close to downtown—It’s right—They used to be right by the pier—the docks; and
Hurricane Hugo... apparently—The story is it sort of started up a lot of toxins that were in the
water; and so it gave them excuse to tell these—this community, which was a poor Black
community, to move; and that it wasn’t safe to live there... You have to—So they demolished all
the homes; and then three years later they said, “Oh, it’s clear now. We can—We’re going to
build high-rise communities. .. high-rise apartments; so there was sort of a little bit of
wamboozling [sic]—a lot of wamboozling that went on. And... so... I decided I wanted to do
this piece; and what it is it’s basically a viewing fortress. It’s called “Fortress;” it’s a viewing
room. And... the Citadel is pretty close by, so that was a point of inspiration; and the
crenellations are sort on top to echo that. But when you go inside... what I asked the community
members to do is to tell me their stories about this community that used to be there, the Borough.
And so the text inside—it’s meant to be read from the inside—sort of offers narratives about this
community that once was. And... what you’re seeing there are the life cycles of the palmello
[sic] tree, which is like the state tree. And it’s a kind of symbol of resistance, ‘cause their forts
were built out of it; and the story goes that the cannonballs were—the people were attacking the
forts... because this... palmello tree is sort of fibrous, the balls would sort of bounce back; and
so it became the symbol of... resistance in a major way. So... what each—It’s the life stage of
that tree from the seed to...right up to adult. And they’re done in... The bigger one is done in
cement and iron; and the smaller ones are all iron. And I really wanted—The bigger one also has
a watering system, so it sort of drips... and the idea was for this thing to just kind of rust and
seep over the sides of the cement... pedestals.

SLIDE

Those were the two—those two seeds... and then—and you’re inside you read all the... They
had a playground where the garage is now.

SLIDE

This piece is the piece I did in Documenta; and... I started working with this idea—started really
thinking about how... these pieces were becoming really theatrical and my connection to theater,
and what that meant and... at one point you know I used to think, well theater was a bad thing;
and I kind of... I totally interested in merging the two things, so I broke down my resistance. |
think one of the things I was objecting to with theater, for me is... that you don’t get a sense of
the work, you don’t get a sense of the physicality of the forms and of the material. And... so
that—you know that aspect of it’s what I was turned off by; but this sense of this thing being
bigger than life, and how to carve out this... moment... within—that theater does so well is what
I was interested in. So this is this performant [sic] object; it’s called “Landings;” and it’s total
theatrical object—it’s light cues... There’s a very important Blues standard, Blind Willie
Johnson’s “Into the Dark,” I believe it’s called, which is just a kind of... sort of guttural
intonation... and it goes from being in its very aggressive state... look almost like a cannon; and
there’s hundreds of little wheels that you see on the floor all around it... It goes... And it goes
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up; and as it’s going up there are these light cues; and again I said that’s the Blues song going;
and... it sort of changes into more of a kind of landscape; and it becomes... almost like this
strange... tree form. And then, when it’s in the up state, there’s all this sound of wheels rolling;
and the sound of wheels almost sounds like thunder or something. And I really got interested—
this idea of again... this transcendence and... the transformation of the form is what I was
interested in the piece. The problem became... the time. Documenta was probably not the best
place to show this piece, because one hundred days... You know, this is a machine, and... things
break down... and it was really tough to ask it to do all that it needed to do; and... I really ideally
wanted like three-minute... you know, at least three-minute intervals; and it had to be something
outrageous that was a little bit annoying; but it was something like, you know, ten-minute
intervals and... it was hard to get people to stay around for it—but people did; and I think—
hopefully I think they got it. It’s called “Landings;” and it’s basically this thing going up and
down.

SLIDE

So this is the last piece—Bear with me. It’s called “Rites-of-Way.” It’s a piece I did in
Minneapolis... at the Walker Art Center. And... it’s really interesting and it’s kind of a complex
piece. One of the inspirations for the piece, in terms of going there, is I worked with these
community groups. It was a great opportunity because the Walker has this fantastic resource of
working with community groups—and financial resources for having me come in over the
course of a year maybe about thirteen or fourteen times. And... I would meet with these
community groups; and I would ask them about stories; I would ask to have sort of story-telling
workshops. And basically the story—the question I would ask them is, “Tell me about a place
that you no longer have access to physically, but emotionally, spiritually... psychologically is
necessary and important to you.” And... it could be home; it could be anything. And then... so
we’d have this series of—this dialogue about this. And then I would say, “Okay, could you
share with me an object within that world that you could translate this into?” And then they
would either bring the object in, or we would try and find a similar object, or we’d document the
object... but the object became part of the piece; the image of the object became part of the
piece... And then... what I did was I used some of the local... information. They have this very
strange pastime—not strange, popular pastime of going ice fishing, and a lot of you probably
know this; but you would... when the lakes freeze, entire communities of homes would just...
you know, sort of plop up on the ice. And people would go there, and they’d cut holes in the ice
and go fishing. But I was fascinated by this idea of this... you know, of this sort of ephemeral...
community that comes up on this ice. And then another inspiration for... finding... a place for
these stories was that... there was this guy, Clarence Wigginton, a sort of an African
American... one of the first municipal architects, African American municipal architect; and he
designed this in 1941 or 1940’s—he would design ice palaces for their...—as part of the WPA
for their sort of winter... pastime. And they were huge, much huge—this is like a... maybe like
a fourth of it... in scale. But one year he designed this ice palace with a post office; and I got
really fascinated by this. And I think it was all about this idea of... transcience... and...
temporality. And then the other thing that really informed this work was... there were these
(unintelligible), these Rondo homes they call them; and they were homes that were negated
because of the... They needed a place for the I-95, the highway. And so... usually they went
through the places, the path of least resistance; and usually that was across the country in the
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United States it’s usually the Black communities. And so... this was a Rondo neighborhood; it’s
a Black community, a very vibrant neighborhood that was totally negated... to make way for the
highway. And so... a lot of people were displaced... but what the... Transportation Department
did is they actually documented each house before they knocked it down. So I had these really
great... ghost houses and.... And so, when you’re looking at the piece, the four ice houses in the
middle that are... they’re all on scaffolding... and I wanted to put them on scaffolding because it
was about... this sort of temporary architecture and I thought scaffolding was appropriate for
that. And then... So those four have images of...-- juxtaposed of the Rondo homes... as well as
the objects from the stories that the people contributed. I had every object documented. And
then the images... the two houses on the far left and far right... they have the packages... with
the objects inside. So what I had the people do was... we ceremonially kind of wrapped these
objects... and we put the addresses of the Rondo homes on these objects... And of course,
because the Rondo home—We mailed them... and we put, you know, “Return to...” this project,
the “Rites-of-Way” project. They were all returned, of course, with—stamped and everything...
and... then they became... They sort of reposited [sic] in these two structures left and right.
So—And then the whole thing is kind of beaded.... It’s beaded with acrylic beads, this—the
pathway. And it’s the footprint of the ice palace.

SLIDE

And I remember, you know, the greatest thing is when—It’s always... my biggest anxiety is...
when you... work with these community groups is meeting the folks and... finally revealing the
piece. I remember... (laughs) I remember when... this one old woman, really powerful woman,
came to me and sort of grabbed me at the opening, and said, you know...”Why the hell is this
thing up so high? I can’t see what’s up there.” You know, and I was, “Oh, you know, I really
wanted it to be... I really wanted it to be kind of this... heightened... special place of honor for
the work; so I needed it to be high.” And part of that was true; but it was also about... keeping
it... safe. You know, there was all these issues of... you know, people graffitiing [sic] this thing;
and so that was a—When you do public work it’s a whole ‘nother way of working; and it was a
great experience to work with. For instance, these beads... We couldn’t just get regular... metal
cable; they had to be cable that would support up to four hundred pounds in case some knuckle-
head decided he wanted to... use it as a Tarzan jungle gym. So... you know, we figured
somebody four hundred pounds would be able to... be at least safe. But that was really great.
They... really got it; and when it came it was really a really great ceremony of showing off the
work.

SLIDE

And here’s the two other ones that have that... the packages sort of. And at night it was really
beautiful—If you come in at night it’s quite beautiful because... the actually packages would
move... so the shadow-box quality of that was really... special in terms of—For me it was quite
a surprise; I didn’t anticipate that, and that was nice to have that come about. So that was “Rites-
of-Way,” and “Rites-of-Way” again sort of references the Department of—It was called the
Department of Rights of Way that knocked down the homes. Okay, so that’s the last... piece.
Any questions?
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Question: Can you get the lights? (unintelligible) (applause)
Speaker: Thanks.... Thanks.

Question: (unintelligible) on your site... Oh. Hi... I was just wondering if you could talk a little
bit about your process of...

Speaker: -- Coming to the site.
Question: Yeah. You’re going to go somewhere, how you begin... thinking about talking....

Speaker: Yeah. It’s always. You know, it’s always... That’s a good question (laughs)
because... it’s really... People think, “Oh, wow, he’s getting to go to this place and that place;”
but it’s so much anxiety... because there’s this expectation that you are... You know, you’re the
magician coming there... to enlighten... Or that, you know, that you’re sort of... on. You know,
you’ve got to—OKkay, this is it! And... that’s—so there’s a lot of pressure that you sort of bring
with that. One of the things I try to... to sort of let the information come to me; and it’s always
things that I’'m interested in... you know; and so... if—Like the incinerator... I was excited
about the fire, you know. And so all of these cues of things that... initially... I’'m always
interested in my work is like how do I develop it? And how does this project allow me to extend
on it? And then that’s the position that you take initially. And then it becomes, well how do you
make it visually... you know... special. You know, make it so that when that person’s in that
space it’s unique to them. And then there’s a whole other kind of sets of information that you
might want to bring in for that. But it’s... the hardest thing I’'m finding now, though... That’s
easy—It’s actually easier... and it’s a balancing act, because [—One of my biggest inspirations
as an artist is “Izamono Tzu Chi”, (Gu chi? phonetic) because he was one of these guys who... --
and it was touch, you know, being Asian American back in that time period; but he had to figure
out how he was going to work all the time. So he was doing set design; he was doing public
work; he was doing his own sculpture... He was doing the full range; and... it was about
survival, you know; it was not like—And it’s funny too, because... This may be a tangent, but...
I got a chance to work with a choreographer, Ralph Lemmon; which led me to the Documenta
piece and really embracing performance work—I mean the stage as a possibility. And... I got a
chance to meet, you know, performers that... you would meet these African dancers; and I’d say,
“Oh, so you’re a dancer.” He’d say, “No, no, no, no, I’'m not just a dancer right now; I’m the
drummer and the bus driver, and... “ So you know, the guy does everything; there’s no
specializing. It’s only here that we sort of say oh, this is what we do. You do anything to
make—to get the information out; and... this idea of really pushing the boundaries in disciplines
is something that I’m really interested in, and not being afraid to do that. So...you know... what
I was getting at is it’s easier for me... now... to... run into the studio. It’s actually—The studio
is actually easy; because when you get out—*‘cause it’s your concerns and your control... Then
when you get out and doing these projects you have to be—It’s almost like you have to just be
open; you just have to be... It’s like chance piece; it just have to be this consuming force that
allows change to happen. Any... Daniel?

Question: I wanted to ask... I mean I’'m—I was very interesting in a couple of pieces...
especially about... the telephone piece and also the “Pushing Savior...” particularly. And... you
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mentioned in the beginning of the talk Joseph Boyce; and I was wondering... how do you
consider your work as social sculpture in some ways? Or that... that part of them.

Speaker: Well... I think the reason why I use found objects is really about how to engage in—on
a kind of social level and... a grass roots level with people. Everyday objects. You know, it’s
stuff that people are familiar with, and... they’re already bringing their own set of information.
The problem becomes... you know... and I think (unintelligible, sounds like Peep) somebody
had talked about this earlier, when... when it’s gallery driven and their expectation then—I like
to catch them off-guard. And I think that’s one of the great things about...doing performance
pieces or doing things that are site-specific... is that you’re able to somehow... disrobe some of
that expectation. So they’re not really sure what to expect on one hand—They know they’re
going to maybe have an art experience; but then there’s also... you know... getting there and...
you know, why is it raining...? And... all of this other stuff that they can’t control that becomes
really, really important. And I think... makes it real, you know? And I think when—the
problem with the gallery is—for me anyways—is that it controls too much; and... it’s—Some
people need that. I feel like for me, though, it’s really about letting go of the control so that I can
have it in other things... so that’s why I’'m always modulizing things, so that I can create my
own kind of space... or re-orient the architectural space... So... does that get at any of what
you’re saying? (pause, no comment heard) Any other question?

Question: I was... curious about your thoughts on... (unintelligible) either creating mystery or
revealing mystery. You use (unintelligible)

Speaker: Right. I think... because I’'m choosing the objects because they already have... some
kind of... They’re really speaking to me on some level, you know, and... the fact that they did
that is for me somewhat... There’s something there. And I don’t know what it is—You know, I
don’t want to get New Age-y, you know. (laughter) (laughs) The thing about it is... you—
There’s this element of faith, and... any artist with his voice... this drive that allows you to
create and do things and... you connect on a very—We’re still pretty basic, you know; even
though we have computers it’s pretty basic stuff that we need to live, you know, and react to in
terms of material. And I really feel like the more... advanced we get the more we need... the
physicality of material. So I think that... we as humans kind of... That’s essential; that’s
survival. So it’s like that’s why—I think that’s why... materials inherently have a kind of
mystery and energy; and it’s like how do you... How do you bring that to the forefront? Or—
And it’s the same way bringing it forefront—In all of the pieces you’ll always see something
that’s dormant, and then something that’s really energized. And a lot of—Formally maybe that’s
a kind of thing that I’'m always thinking about. There’s always a kind of pile; and then there’s
always an organized section. And this duality existing together is also what I’'m really interested
in. Any... other... ? It’s funny, Daniel, [-—when you-- just—Iet me finish up—when you said
“the fool,” you know, last night, I was curious (laughs) when you said there’s a guy who’s the
fool that does this... water—this fire—the fool that does the fire. And I was really inspired by
this, because I felt like we... In a way we’re all that; you know, we—that’s what artists, the role
of the artist—and it’s Boyce that talks about that; but the thing that becomes really hard is you
kind of have to be the fool and... And also you kind of have to... figure out how to be the ruler
too; and that’s a hard... thing to kind of negotiate, you know; and that’s... That’s sort of what
it’s about, you know, trying to figure out... how to keep that child and the fool’s side of you, and
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still... you know, function, you know, ‘cause you don’t want to be dysfunctional—you—I know
so many great artists who... can’t function. And they never are able to make it work, you know,
cause—And that’s the... thing, to be in sync and at the same time to be out, you know.... And
it’s a challenge to do that all the time. Any... any other...? Great. I think that’s it. Thank you
so much. (Applause)

END OF RECORDING
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