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Become an expert on your .

Articulate its core motives,  
methods and rationale.

Examine its effectiveness,  
relevance and value.

Introduction
Booksfrom future



Choose at random a  of  
practice to research and  
scrutinise.

Make new work that reinterprets 
or refutes that model in relation to  
contemporary conditions of  
communication.

No practical restrictions should be 
imposed upon the outcome(s).

Counter

Propose an alternative possibility 
to that suggested by your chosen 
model.

Pose questions, hypotheses, 
problems and opportunities  
worthy of exploration.

Test and demonstrate the poten-
tial, viability and validity of your 
counter  through making. 

And remember, never trust a .
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Artists Anonymous

1. We Are Powerless Over Art
2. The Power Of Art Is Greater Than Ourselves
3. Turn Our Will And Our Lives Over To The Care Of Art
4. Admit We Are Artists
5. We Are Addicted To Art
6. Ready To Make More Art
7. Get Out Of The Way We Are Making Art
8. Whatever It Takes Make The Art
9. Art Is All Around Us. We Make Art Available To Others
10. Continue To Make Art Despite The Consequences
11. Give Of Ourselves With Our Art To Others Whether They Like It Or Not
12. Hope To Provide A Spiritual Awakening With Art And Maybe Some Cash
13. Life Is More Important Than Art But Life Is Meaningless Without Art 



 Comprehensivist 
 Fuller
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From A Fuller Explanation, pages 258-259

"I did not set out to design a geodesic dome," Fuller once said, "I set out to discover the principles operative in
Universe. For all I knew, this could have led to a pair of flying slippers." This playful declaration stands as a
concise summary of the philosophy behind Fuller's life's work and introduces the relationship of synergetics to
design. "Design science," in the most general terms, maintains that faithful observation of Universe is the basis
of successful invention. The idea therefore is not to invent some strange new gadget, hoping there will be a
market for it, but rather to tap into the exquisite workings of nature. While the significance of scientific
discoveries is not always immediately understood, the accumulated "generalized principles" have been applied
in innovative ways throughout history, producing artifacts which have gradually transformed the physical
environment. Therein lies the key to humanity's success aboard Spaceship Earth, explains Bucky Fuller.

"Comprehensive Anticipatory Design Science"

Characteristically, his title expands to embrace the full significance of this vital human endeavor.

Fuller defines design as the deliberate ordering of components. Thus distinguished from randomness, design
implies the presence of intellect. His definition is worth our serious attention, for the word is too often
associated with the concept of decoration-secondary or superficial embellishment as opposed to thoroughly
developed systems. Fuller was quick to point out that Universe overflows with evidence of design;
unimaginably intricate and reliable energy patterns reveal "eternal design interrelationship principles."
Technology, to Fuller, is principle in action, and so "Universe is nothing but incredible technology." Its awesome
complexity is the inspiration for Fuller's phrase "Intellectual Integrity of Eternally Regenerative Universe", a
weighty title attempting to convey a nonanthropomorphic respect for a greater (in fact all-encompassing) divine
intelligence.

Combining this newly defined word with "science," to describe a new discipline or field, further enriches its
significance. "Science" hints at the necessary rigor, suggesting a systematic new study. Fuller thereby expands
the realm of "design"; the scientific method is essential, for "design science" involves the application of
principle. He points out that "generalized principles" are eternal truths, as opposed to special-case statements
or transient facts, and as such are inherent aspects of reality waiting to be discovered. Only human beings are
able to discern such truths (science) and thereby participate in their own evolution (design). "Design science"
is thus saturated with meaning: humanity alone has access to the design laws of Universe, and that has
determined our unique evolutionary function. Just as bees are meant to cross-pollinate, we are meant to solve
problems. Without specialized long beaks or wings or other role-specific physical traits, human beings have
learned to exploit mechanical advantage, discipline the electron, travel more quickly than the fastest leopard,
and fly farther than the strongest bird. Our unique advantage is a faculty called "mind," which can integrate
disparate facts of experience. We are therefore deliberately designed to be "comprehensivists" while all other
creatures are specialists. This brings us to the next aspect of Fuller's wordy title.

"Comprehensive..."

Fuller was profoundly impressed by the danger of overspecialization. He was once asked to speak at a
convention of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, and the experience provided one of
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his best parables. Whether by luck or through Fuller's characteristic genius for detecting significant patterns,
he happened to encounter two papers with a striking similarity presented at different sections of the
conference. The reports, on biology and on anthropology, both happened to discuss the phenomenon of
extinction: the former investigating various extinct species, and the latter, extinct human tribes. Both papers
concluded that the cause of extinction was overspecialization, which, taken to an extreme, precludes general
adaptability. Fuller took the message to heart.

He says his predilection for thinking comprehensively began with his World War I Navy experience. Belonging
to the last generation of sailors that preceeded ship-to-shore radiotelephone equipment, officers in 1917 were
still trained as "comprehensivists." Everyone had to be capable of handling any job on the ship, for voice
communication with land was not yet possible. The need for all members of a crew to act quickly in an
emergency demanded quick "comprehensive" thinking and the flexibility to take over any job without
instructions from superior naval powers. A second lesson was that a sailing vessel is itself a managable whole
system, and every member of her crew is working toward the success of the whole ship. It seemed to Bucky a
very desirable way to operate. He began to see that our entire planet is one system and deliberately set out to
understand the interrelatedness of human affairs. He later coined the famous "Spaceship Earth" to symbolize
this approach, as it became ever more apparent that effective design had to recognize the existence of a finite
and inescapably connected whole-system world. Lack of such awareness leaves us stranded on a ship with
the starboard side short-sightedly using much of its time and energy in an effort to sink the port side, and vice
versa.

Fuller then calls our attention to a subtle irony implicit in the compartmentalization of the sciences, which
require an ever narrower focus as one pursues a given scientific discipline more deeply, as if to deny the
relatedness of various aspects of scientific knowledge. At the beginning of this century, he recalls, chemistry
and biology, for example, were totally separate fields, the former encompassing chemical elements and their
reactions, the latter pondering the classification of species and the mystery of evolution. Moreover, all
branches of science involved philosophical speculation. Time was given to questions such as "what is life?"
and the difference between life and nonlife could not have seemed more self-evident.

In this century, however, science faced an unpredicted development. As a necessary reaction to new
discovery, new fields emerged, such as biochemistry, defying the rigid boundaries between disciplines.
(Science responded by making individuals that much more specialized within such new categories, laments
Fuller.) More sophisticated equipment had revealed the chemistry of life, forcing scientists to integrate their
fields. The helix of nucleotides in DNA, the magnificent chemical transitions in photosynthesis, and hundreds
of newly observed reactions belonged inarguably to both chemistry and biology, and precipitated the birth of
"biochemistry." And gradually the clear boundary between life and nonlife was dissolving, for both consist
ultimately of electrochemical process. But scientists were no longer the "natural philosophers" characteristic of
the turn of the century, maintains Fuller, and so this astonishing evolution went largely unheralded.
Specialization removed the burden of asking what a scientific development means in terms of the whole
picture.

Fuller has a reason for pointing out such historical trends: the design scientist will be maximally effective as a
comprehensive thinker. Once again, he redefines and thereby expands the concept of design. The design
scientist is not to be concerned with an attractive handle for refrigerator doors, but rather with the whole
concept of the distribution and preservation of food for humanity. Such subjects, he emphasizes, are not too
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large to think about. Only through systematic comprehensive planning does humanity have a chance to
survive its growing crisis.

A "comprehensivist," he continues, may periodically have to "plunge very deeply" into a narrow subject or
specialized project; however, such activity is always part of a larger plan. "Local problem solvers" can function
with a global perspective. Our emphasis must shift from "earning a living" to accomplishing vital tasks if
humanity is to survive, cautions Fuller; moreover, the "living" will take care of itself if we concentrate on doing
what needs to be done.

These sweeping statements at first may seem difficult to apply; however, Fuller's philosophy is backed up by a
lifetime of revolutionary invention and research into world patterns and trends, which stem directly from his
1927 decision to think about the whole system of "Spaceship Earth." He explains that his accomplishments
were only possible because he gave himself the license to be a generalist: it is feasible to conceptualize
humanity's food production and distribution (for example) as a whole system; it is a complicated study, but one
with clearly defined boundaries: just food, where it is grown, where and when it is eaten, how and at what cost
to the environment, consumer, etc. (1)

"...Anticipatory..."

Finally, the design scientist must think ahead. In each industry, there are specific "gestation rates" that
determine the length of time between invention and widespread practical application. These inherent lags vary
according to the nature of a design: in the electronics industry, for example, it is only a matter of months before
a new invention can be incorporated into commercial production; car manufacturers might require five years to
bring a new idea to the consumer; and housing presents the slowest evolution of all, Fuller's rather optimistic
estimate of the 'gestation rate' being fifty years. Psychological resistance to change, absence of urgency, and
ignorance keep our approach to housing many generations behind our technological capability. The design
scientist must take these lags into consideration, explains Fuller; an invention often must wait until its time, but
the designer has a responsibility to anticipate long-term developments. Finally, a necessary implication is that
we can glean important clues through the study of trends, and thereby determine what needs to be done.

So let us look at the relationship between "comprehensive anticipatory design science" and synergetics.
Invention, as stated above, is the novel application of one or more "generalized principles." In the previous
chapter, we discussed two inventions, the geodesic dome and tensegrity structures, in light of this statement.
Briefly, the dome combines the inherent stability of triangles with the advantageous volume-to-surface-area
ratio of spheres. A variety of structures based on geodesic chords could satisfy the above requirements, but
icosahedral symmetry approximates the spherical distribution most efficiently. Both geodesic domes and
tensegrities are direct applications of the principle describing the specific interdependence of tension and
compression.

The theory of geodesic domes is taken a step further by an additional principle: the varying rates of geometric
expansion. As discovered and exploited long ago by clipper-ship owners as well as by today's shipping
industry, a ship with twice the length of another has eight times the volume and four times the surface area.
Translated into practical advantage, the cargo (i.e. payload) of larger vessels increases rapidly with respect to
the amount of material and drag, which together determine the effort and cost of building ships and driving
them through the sea. Larger ships are therefore more cost-effective. Despite the pivotal role of this geometric
principle in shaping the historical direction of shipping, the flow of resources, and the ultimate mobility of
humankind, these varying rates are not popularly recognized. With respect to geodesic domes, this means
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doubling the diameter increases the material fourfold and encloses eight times the volume. As both cost and
temperature control of an enclosure are directly determined by surface area, the efficiency of a geodesic dome
increases drastically with size. The implication is that their true design-science advantage is yet to be realized
and may involve very large structures in novel environment control applications. Whether utilized for shelter,
food production, recreation, or other functions, geodesic domes can enclose so much space with so little
material that unprecedented future applications are not unlikely. In conclusion, the geodesic dome embodies
design science at work.
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20 W. D. S. D. 1967 Document

teleologic effectiveness, in any and all special case, local experience communications. For instance, it is
impossible to understand the previous sentence without a fundamental comprehension of the concept
teleology. It is also fundamentally impossible for us to make conscious solution of the greatest and
prime problems and their secondary technical challenges without use of the phenomenon teleology.

It is my working assumption that the following 40 questions must be definitively answered before we
may realistically discuss our respective philosophies and grand strategies.

STRATEGIC QUESTIONS

1. What do we mean by universe? 21. What is subconsciousness?
2. Has man a function in universe?   22. What is teleology?
3. What is thinking?
4. What are experiences?
5. What are experiments?
6. What is subjective?
7. What is objective?
8. What is apprehension?
9. What is comprehension?

10. What is positive? Why?
11. What is negative? Why?
12. What is physical?
13. What is metaphysical?
14. What is synergy?
15. What is energy?
16. What is brain?
17. What is intellect?
18. What is science?
19. What is a system?
20. What is consciousness?

23. What is automation?
24. What is a tool?
25. What is industry?
26. What is animate?
27. What is inanimate?
28. What are metabolics?
29. What is wealth?
30. What is intuition?
3I. What are aesthetics?
32. What is harmonic?
33. What is prosaic?
34. What are the senses?
35. What are: mathematics?
36. What is structure?
37. What is differentiation?
38. What is integration?
39. What is integrity?
40. What is truth?

If we first accept mutually agreed upon, experimentally based definitions and answers to these
questions as a priori to our dialogue, we may then also observe the following to be pertinent and useful to
the initiation of our mutual search for the definitive answers to the immediately foregoing set of prime
questions.



 Cultural Strategist 
 Carrión
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DONNA CONWELL

‐‐Personal Worlds or Cultural Strategies?

‐‐‐‐
Museo de Arte Carrillo Gil: 10th July 2002‐ 7th October 2002
Curators: Martha Hellion, Claudio Goulart (Video), Martha Hawley (Audio)
Text by Donna Conwell (Coordinator of: Personal Worlds or Cultural Strategies?) 

Ulises Carrión was born in San Andres Tuxtla, Veracruz, Mexico in 1941. He studied literature

and philosophy at UNAM (The National University of Mexico) and went on to become a successful

and respected writer; his books of short stories, La muerte de miss O and De Alemania, were

published in 1966 and in 1970 respectively. 

He received grants to study language and literature in Paris (1964), Germany (1965) and Leeds,
England (1972). Whilst in England, Ulises Carrión discovered the work of the Beau Geste Press. He
was very impressed by their publications that included ideas, free texts and images and were
produced using mimeograph, offset and flat press. 

In 1972, Carrión finally settled in Amsterdam. There he began to work in a more visual way,
employing colours, textures, forms and sequences. In 1972 he produced his first artist's book,
Sonnets. This was followed by Arguments, About Poetry, Tell Me What Sort of Wall Paper Your
Room Has and I'll Tell You Who You Are, Dancing with You and Amor, la palabra in 1973. 

The work of Ulises Carrión is distinguished by two common denominators: communication and
distribution. He employed diverse techniques and media in order to create a complete cultural
product. The tools of his trade were the means he appropriated: postage stamps, television, the
radio, mail, among others. He expertly manipulated and reinterpreted these appropriations within
an art context. He claimed that he was "using 'culture' As a much more broader concept than 'art'
(...) the utilisation of various media ‐visuals, mail, sound‐ is not considered anymore to be a
determining factor in the art activity, but it is rather, the coordination of a complex system of
activities occurring in a social reality and including as well, non artistic factors: people, places,
objects, time, etc." In spite of his death in Amsterdam in 1989, and in contrast to so many other
artists, has maintained its intensity and contemporary relevance. 

ARTIST'S BOOKS 

Concrete and visual poetry played a determining role in Carrión's break with literature in the
traditional sense. He insisted that poets were responsible for opening up the way to artist's books.
Poesías from Ritmos, Rimas, Puntuaciones, Plagios, Derivaciones, Asociaciones, Repeticiones,
Funciones, Palabras y Sinalefas (1972), demonstrates this influence and his interest in the spatial,
structural and visual potential of both text and the pages of a book as a time‐based medium. 

With reference to this change of direction Carrión said: "I began as a man of letters, but a time
came when I realised that this arena was too confining for me and I could not continue writing
stories and tales in the traditional sense. Now language continues to be my raw material but nothing
more than that." 

Carrión used and represented all manner of grammatical and literary forms in his work ‐punctuation,
metaphors, dialogues, rhymes, poems, refrains, graphics, plagiarism, derivation, associations,
repetitions, functions, words, sonnets, synaloephas, conjunctions, prepositions, arguments, etc‐ not
only, in textual form but also visually and audibly. 

His involvement in the general movement of the creators and publishers of artist's books was to lead
him to organise exhibitions and to write various essays such as, The New Art of Making Books (1975)
and Bookworks Revisited (1979) These theoretical texts provided a much needed means of
contextualising, conceptualising, defining and exploring the art form. Carrión coined the term
"Bookworks", which he defined as: "...books in which the book form, a coherent sequence of pages,
determines conditions for reading that are intrinsic to the work (...) they are books that incorporate
as a formal element the sequential nature of books and the reading process." 

OTHER BOOKS AND SO 

In Amsterdam he became part of the In‐ Out Center (1972‐ 1975). He later went on to found Other
Books and So (1975‐ 1978). This space served as a vital cultural centre for exhibitions,
collaborations, performances and the making and publishing of artist's books. Later, Other Books
and So became an archive. With regard to the archive, Carrión commented that: "Traditional art
involves a great number of specialists: the artist, the gallery owner, the art critic (...) whereas here
the artist is responsible for all these elements. For me, an archive is the attempt to make that
reality possible, which is why I consider an archive to be a work of art (...) It doesn't have a time
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limit, an archive survives indefinitely..." 

MAIL ART AND RUBBER STAMPS 

Carrión's involvement in Mail Art came into being with several projects such as, Definitions of Art
(1977); Erratic Mail Art System (1977), Ephemera (1977‐78), Box, Boxing Boxers (1978); Artist's
Postage Stamps and Cancellation Stamps (1979); Anonymous Quotations (1979); among others. 

(fig.1)
Ulises Carrión
Definitions of Art, 1977
original idea by H.W Kalkmann, mail art
project, Other Books and So, Amsterdam,
The Netherlands
(slides of original postcards)

His work with mail art allowed him to develop interests that he also explored with artist's books: the
desire to extend the distribution of an artwork as far as possible and to incorporate its distribution
as a integral functional element of the work. Mail Art constructed links between artists and
automatically provided mechanisms for artistic communication and distribution. 

Feedback Pieces (1981), consists in 242 replies to an invitation to participate in the project in which
the artists involved employed the invitation itself to create an artwork. Anonymous Quotations
(1979) is a work created from a selection of letters from his correspondence with notes. 

(fig.2)

Ulises Carrión
Feedback Pieces, 1981
242 answers to a mail art project, sent to
the Pieter Brattinga Gallery
(close up)

As well as these projects Carrión also came up with the Erratic Art Mail International System
(1977), which was an alternative to the official postal system, in which he stated: "By using the
E.A.M.I.S you support the only alternative to the national bureaucracies and you strengthen the
international artists community." His essay, Mail Art and the Big Monster (1977), also reflects the
way he saw Mail Art as a cultural strategy and a "guerrilla war against the Big Monster". Table of
Mail Works (1977) was originally intended to accompany the text Mail Art and the Big Monster, but
for various reasons it was never published. It is a schema for mail works, reflecting Carrión's passion
for lists and structures and includes a section on mail anomalies. 

With his rubber stamp projects Carrión again intervened and appropriated an existing system of
communication and transformed it. He was interested in finding a way to organise a communication
system, how to create his own system and how to expand or modify this system or create parallel
systems. 

Concerning his work with rubber stamps he said: "Among the many genres that artists have created,
identified and developed, Stamp Art is a democratic one if there is any. The materials are simple,
the format small, the appearance discrete." In his Cancellation Stamps Project (1979) Carrión
invited artists to provide a design that could be made into a rubber stamp. The resulting
contributions formed the basis of an exhibition at the Stempelplaats in Amsterdam. These kinds of
collective projects questioned ideas of authorship and originality and emphasised collaboration. 

(fig.3)
Ulises Carrión
Artist's Postage Stamps and Cancellation
Stamps, 1979
Mail art projects with 50 participants
Stempelplaats, Amsterdam, The
Netherlands

Once again Carrión's essays, including Rubber Stamp Theory and Praxis (1978), Rubber Stamp Art
(1976) and Mail Art and the Big Monster (1977), all served to conceptualise and define the practice
of Mail Art. 
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Once again Carrión's essays, including Rubber Stamp Theory and Praxis (1978), Rubber Stamp Art
(1976) and Mail Art and the Big Monster (1977), all served to conceptualise and define the practice
of Mail Art. 

PERIODICALS 

As well as publishing his own and other artist's bookworks, Ulises Carrión was also involved in
printing and collecting periodicals, flyers and other diverse publications, often of an ephemeral
character. 

Between 1977 and 1979 in collaboration with Aart Van Barneveld, Salvador Flores and other artists
Ulises Carrión published Ephemera, a tabloid which consisted in 12 issues and included a selection of
the mail he received everyday: postcards, stamps and various documents. He also published The
Stampa Newspaper (1981), a tabloid printed with rubber stamps made by artists. By means of these
publications Ulises Carrión was further able to disseminate his and other artists' innovations within
the field of Mail and Stamp Art. 

(fig.4)
Ulises Carrión
Newspaper Art‐Art Newspapers, 1976
Invitation to participate in the Stampa
Newspaper
Amsterdam, The Netherlands
(close up)

His contributions to Rubber, a monthly magazine concerning the use of rubber stamps in art, edited
by Aart Van Barneveld, also reflect his continued interest in communicating and distributing artistic
ideas internationally. 

PROJECTS 

Ulises Carrión was involved in countless projects, which form a large part of his creative legacy.
Some of these projects were not what you would traditionally call artworks, however, Carrión was
interested in exploring and bridging the divide between high art and the wider territory of culture.
His was also interested in finding new ways of communicating and distributing his ideas beyond the
gallery/museum network. 

Trios and Boleros (1983), is one such project. The artist's contribution to a 1983 series of artists'
programmes on the Dutch Radio Station (VPRO) was a documentary in which Carrión explored the
origins and development of bolero music. It doesn't really differ from a normal documentary, except
in the slightly unprofessional approach where not all the musicians are mentioned by name,
sometimes simply saying: "this is the greatest trio ever". However, by employing the radio as his
medium, Carrión continued to explore new ways of communication and distribution. In discussing
the evolution and mutations of boleros, Carrión also reflects his ever‐present interest in structures
and their development. 

FILM 

Carrión also employed film and video. His involvement with film was both as an avid viewer and
collector as well as a maker. The Death of the Art Dealer (1982), was Carrión's only film work. It
was originally a performance that consisted in Carrión holding a little monitor that was showing
parts of a movie. The film involves a lot of movement. Every time there was a cut in the movie, he
would quickly turn the television off. He moved around with the monitor so that it paralleled the
original camera movements of the movie. This meant that if someone was walking he would walk
with the character in the same direction. The Film, The Death of the Art Dealer, was made in
collaboration with Danniel Danniel, as a means of documenting this performance. He believed that
"as an artist, the medium of film provided him with the frame‐by‐frame possibilities that in many
ways corresponded to the pages of a book." (Annie Wright, from the exhibition catalogue We've won
haven't we?, Amsterdam, 1992, Guy Schraenen) 

LILIA PRADO SUPERSTAR FILM FESTIVAL 

Carrión's interest was in communication, rather than in video, video art or film itself. On the
contrary, he aimed to confront television, the media and its use of language, as we can see in Lilia
Prado Superstar Film Festival (1984). 

In 1984, Carrión organised a film festival based on the legendary Mexican actress of the 1950s, Lilia
Prado. Carrión went to Mexico in order to negotiate the loan of four of her films and to persuade
Prado to come to the festival, which was held at Amsterdam's Kriterion cinema and three other
locations. There were cocktail parties, receptions and interviews and out of all Carrión's projects
the festival received the most publicity. According to Carrión the main idea of the project was to
"transfer a celebrity from one culture to another with completely different values". He compared
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the festival to a ready‐made, claiming: "My idea as an artist is to become invisible." The festival was
regarded by some as demonstrating the social and political mechanisms that are employed by one
culture to impose its values on another. It gave the Dutch public the opportunity to examine its
cultural values and reflect on the mythologies that are created by the mass media, in this case the
film industry and the economic and cultural implications of these mythologies. 

VIDEOWORKS 

The fact that video is a time‐based medium that imposes a serial or sequential way of 'reading' the
work, greatly appealed to Carrión. As with books, video provided him with a means of emphasising
structures. His early video work, such as, Chewing Gum (1983), To Be or Not To Be (1978) and
Playing Cards Song (1980) demonstrate this interest with exploring structures. In Playing Card Song
sound is the structuring framework: four pairs of hands shuffle four packs of cards. Each player
places his or her pack face downwards in a horizontal direction, creating a square out of the four
packs. The pairs of hands then play their cards in succession. When the score is higher than the
previous one, the player responds with an "ahhh", when it is lower the player reacts with a "ohhh",
and when it is exactly the same the player is silent. 

(fig.5)

Ulises Carrión
Playing Cards Song, 1983
Video
(video still)

In Chewing Gum (1983) we see a group of people, alone, in pairs or in a group, chewing gum. A
particular visual rhythm is established with the succession of faces. The chewing mouths interrupt
the otherwise formal and posed shots. 

Carrión's later videos include video essays, narratives, registers of events, performances and
projects, and documentaries that question the "truthfulness" of television programmes. He claimed:
"Television is a frame that makes everything equally real (...) If it is on TV it's not art, it's real." 

Aristotle's Mistake (1985) was commissioned by Talk Back to the Media and was broadcast on Dutch
television. The video concerns the Onassis/Callas/Kennedy triangle explored from the point of view
of seven different cultures: Dutch, Mexican, Chinese, Japanese, Polish and Israeli. Here Carrión
appropriates and experiments with the television genre of documentary. Each of the seven
interviewees recounts their love of Maria Callas and her music and their disgust at Onassis for
leaving her for Kennedy. This video explores, deconstructs and critiques 'reality' as conjured up by
the mass media. This is made all the more pertinent and effective by its insertion into mainstream
television programming. 

(fig.6)

Ulises Carrión
Aristotle's Mistake, 1985
Video
(video still)

In The LPS File (1984) Carrión once again appropriates the genre of documentary. This video deals
with Carrión's attempt to put together the film festival: Lilia Prado Superstar Film Festival; his
search for films in Mexico and his efforts to convince Lilia Prado to attend. Whilst this video has the
appearance of a documentary, the apparent "truthfulness" of this genre is turned on its head:
Carrión has substituted all his Mexican contacts for his Dutch friends and nearly all the conversations
take place in English. 

In other works, such as Love Story (1983), and Gossip, Scandal and Good Manners (1981), the genre
of documentary is also appropriated, although these videos are also registers of events and projects.
Love Story is a direct record of a tour bus, organised by Carrión, as part of the Festival of the City in
Arnhem, Holland, which recounts a love story that occurred in the city. 

TV‐ Tonight Video (1987) and Bookworks Revisited (1986) are examples of Carrión's video essays:
The former deals with the quality of television as a mass communication medium in opposition to
the individual and independent character of video; in the latter Carrión discusses his ideas about
artist's books and his archive. 

Twin Butlers (1984), demonstrates Carrión's passion for narratives. A 1930's B movie, Twin
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the festival to a ready‐made, claiming: "My idea as an artist is to become invisible." The festival was
regarded by some as demonstrating the social and political mechanisms that are employed by one
culture to impose its values on another. It gave the Dutch public the opportunity to examine its
cultural values and reflect on the mythologies that are created by the mass media, in this case the
film industry and the economic and cultural implications of these mythologies. 

VIDEOWORKS 

The fact that video is a time‐based medium that imposes a serial or sequential way of 'reading' the
work, greatly appealed to Carrión. As with books, video provided him with a means of emphasising
structures. His early video work, such as, Chewing Gum (1983), To Be or Not To Be (1978) and
Playing Cards Song (1980) demonstrate this interest with exploring structures. In Playing Card Song
sound is the structuring framework: four pairs of hands shuffle four packs of cards. Each player
places his or her pack face downwards in a horizontal direction, creating a square out of the four
packs. The pairs of hands then play their cards in succession. When the score is higher than the
previous one, the player responds with an "ahhh", when it is lower the player reacts with a "ohhh",
and when it is exactly the same the player is silent. 

(fig.5)

Ulises Carrión
Playing Cards Song, 1983
Video
(video still)

In Chewing Gum (1983) we see a group of people, alone, in pairs or in a group, chewing gum. A
particular visual rhythm is established with the succession of faces. The chewing mouths interrupt
the otherwise formal and posed shots. 

Carrión's later videos include video essays, narratives, registers of events, performances and
projects, and documentaries that question the "truthfulness" of television programmes. He claimed:
"Television is a frame that makes everything equally real (...) If it is on TV it's not art, it's real." 

Aristotle's Mistake (1985) was commissioned by Talk Back to the Media and was broadcast on Dutch
television. The video concerns the Onassis/Callas/Kennedy triangle explored from the point of view
of seven different cultures: Dutch, Mexican, Chinese, Japanese, Polish and Israeli. Here Carrión
appropriates and experiments with the television genre of documentary. Each of the seven
interviewees recounts their love of Maria Callas and her music and their disgust at Onassis for
leaving her for Kennedy. This video explores, deconstructs and critiques 'reality' as conjured up by
the mass media. This is made all the more pertinent and effective by its insertion into mainstream
television programming. 
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In The LPS File (1984) Carrión once again appropriates the genre of documentary. This video deals
with Carrión's attempt to put together the film festival: Lilia Prado Superstar Film Festival; his
search for films in Mexico and his efforts to convince Lilia Prado to attend. Whilst this video has the
appearance of a documentary, the apparent "truthfulness" of this genre is turned on its head:
Carrión has substituted all his Mexican contacts for his Dutch friends and nearly all the conversations
take place in English. 

In other works, such as Love Story (1983), and Gossip, Scandal and Good Manners (1981), the genre
of documentary is also appropriated, although these videos are also registers of events and projects.
Love Story is a direct record of a tour bus, organised by Carrión, as part of the Festival of the City in
Arnhem, Holland, which recounts a love story that occurred in the city. 

TV‐ Tonight Video (1987) and Bookworks Revisited (1986) are examples of Carrión's video essays:
The former deals with the quality of television as a mass communication medium in opposition to
the individual and independent character of video; in the latter Carrión discusses his ideas about
artist's books and his archive. 

Twin Butlers (1984), demonstrates Carrión's passion for narratives. A 1930's B movie, Twin

Husbands, is edited so that a marginal character, the butler, becomes the central figure. Carrión
inserts himself into the narrative, as the butler's double, in order to comment on the development
of the plot. His editing completely transforms the original film's narrative structure and perspective.
Twin Butlers was originally a performance consisting in two monitors: one showing the edited
version of Twin Husbands and another closed circuit television recording Carrión comments about
the narrative of the film, thus extending the performance space to include the space of television
and introducing real time into the narrative. 

(fig.7)

Ulises Carrión
Twin Butlers, 1983
Video
(video still)

LECTURES AND PERFORMANCES 

Lectures and performances formed an important part of Carrión's work as an artist. In addition to his
performances involving film, television and video, he also gave sound performances, for example,
The Poet's Tongue (1977) and Amsterdam Phone Calls (1978). 

In 1981, Carrión decided to use gossip as the basis of an artwork: The Gossip Scandal and Good
Manners Project (1981). The project covered a period of three months and consisted in Carrión
introducing gossip about himself with the help of a group of friends in Amsterdam. He kept accurate
track of the evolution of the gossip and as a conclusion gave a lecture about the whole process at
the University of Amsterdam. Carrión then made a video about this project. 

The Gossip Scandal and Good Manners Project once again explores Carrión's interest in
communication, in this case the marginal communication of gossip; distribution: the spread and
evolution of gossip; and structure: the structural differences between gossip, scandal and slander.
Concerning the project Carrión said: "Gossip can be used as a scientific model for artificial chains of
communication which will reveal something about the chain's users and something about the chain
itself." 

THE ROBBERY OF THE YEAR 

The Robbery of the Year was supposed to take place at the Drents Museum in Assen, Holland in
February 1982. Ulises Carrión invitingly placed within the confines of a pitch‐black room, a diamond
on a rotating cushion, which was illuminated by a single suspended spotlight. The only element of
deterrent was a photographer who wandered around or within the space. The diamond was not
stolen until much later when it returned to Carrión's house. The event was for Carrión, an exercise
in organising space. The diamond, as a highly valuable object, structured the space in terms of
power relationships, mirroring the relationship between the public and the precious art objects that
museums so commonly protect and display. As with his other work, the event depended to a large
extent on the role of the spectator, not in this case as reader, but as performer. 

AUDIO‐WORKS 

Carrión's passion for language, its structures, sounds and meanings is reflected by his intense
interest in grammatical forms and concepts. He greatly enjoyed grammatically dissecting languages
and trying to understand and explore their structures as well as learning new languages. Carrión's
audio works clearly reflect this passion. In Hamlet for Two Voices (1977) two voices read out the
names of the characters in the Shakespearean play as they appear in the script, audibly representing
the structure of the roles the characters perform. With reference to plays he claimed: "A play is a
structure. The elements of this structure are speeches and actions (...) The characters are not what
they say they are. The characters are what their function within the structure of the play tells us
they are." Poema (1977) orally represents the structure and spatial characteristics of a poem, by
listing all its structural elements: words, paragraphs and verses, etc. 

QUOTES 

"Written language is a sequence of signs expanding within the space; the reading of which occurs in
the time. A Book is a space‐ time sequence (...) Books existed originally as containers of (literary)
texts. But books, seen as autonomous realities, can contain any (written) language, not only
literary language, or even any other system of signs (...) A book can also exist as an autonomous
and self‐sufficient form, including perhaps a text that emphasises that form, a text that is an
organic part of that from: here begins the new art of making books."
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‐‐ The New Art Of Making Books, Ulises Carrión (1975) 

"The most striking thing about rubber‐stamps as they function in our social reality is, that they are
a symbol of power‐ their role is to validate or invalidate something (...) In contrast with other
means of reproduction‐ photography, for instance‐ rubber‐stamps are associated with power.
Artist's rubber‐stamps remind us of those other rubber‐stamps that actually control and direct our
lives."
‐‐Rubber Stamp Art, Ulises Ulises Carrión (1976) 

"As I have said on other occasions, Mail Art shifts the focus from what is traditionally called "art" to
the wider concept of "culture". And this shift is what makes Mail Art truly contemporary. In
opposition to "personal worlds", Mail Art emphasises cultural strategies. This radical shift gives
birth to quite a number of theoretical and practical questions, the most evident of them being,
where does the border lie between artist's work and the actual organisation and distribution of the
work?"
‐‐Personal Worlds and Cultural Strategies, Ulises Carrión (1979) 

"As with books, videos, and film, mail art is spatial and temporal. It extends randomly throughout
the world and covers an undetermined period of time (...) By mail art I understand complex
projects involving an artist's unique or serial mailings (...) It includes therefore, not only the
material support of the artist's message but also the complex mechanisms (the postal system) that
allows for the transmission of messages."
‐‐Bookworks Revisited, Ulises Carrión (1979)| 
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Perspectives on critical design: a conversation with Ralph Ball 
and Maxine Naylor 
Matt Malpass

Abstract 
This paper features an edited conversation with designers Ralph Ball and Maxine Naylor. It 
explores their thinking in relation to critical design.   

In the preface to Form Follows Idea (Ball & Naylor, 2005) Jeremy Myerson describes Ball and 
Naylor as being regarded among Britain’s most thoughtful furniture designers.  

In 1985 Ball and Naylor formed a design partnership in which they began to challenge the 
boarders between art, craft and design. They have exhibited work internationally and held 
teaching positions in colleges in the UK and USA.  Over the course of a decade from 1985, Ball 
taught on Furniture, Jewellery and Industrial design at the Royal College of Art where Naylor
taught Furniture Design, directing the course between 1995 and 1998. Today, Ralph Ball is 
Professor of Design at Central Saint Martins University of the Arts London and Maxine Naylor is 
Professor of Design and Director of the Design Research Institute University of Brighton.

Through practice and academic tenure they have developed a distinctive approach to practice 
based research and refined their critical perspectives. They describe themselves as critical 
designers and use design as a critical, visual discourse to communicate ideas about design culture 
and society today. Taking experimentation as a research method they subject their ideas to a 
critical process of refutation. They question the work through a scholarly approach that challenges 
protocols of design to enhance the design profession.

In this conversation the designer’s concepts of ‘open-process’ and ‘design poetics’ are discussed.  
They describe their role acting as critics of design from within design practice. They outline their 
thoughts on the increasingly un-ideological culture of industrial design. They describe how through 
playful experiment they question the value of repetition in design and mass production of products. 
They do this by taking modernist axioms to extremes and ‘embedding narrative’ into objects as 
commentary on the state of contemporary design.  

Supplementing the conversation the author offers his reflections. Primarily this exposes a form of 
critical design that differs significantly from popular and often technologically orientated notions of 
critical design. 

Keywords 
design practice; industrial design; reflective practices; rhetoric; poetics. 

A growing number of designers employ Product Design as a medium for critique and speculation 
within disciplinary and societal frames. Although they are distinct from each other in their concerns 
and approaches, what these designers share is not simply a transgressive attitude but a critical 
perspective on design’s self-understanding. Each challenges established discourse, institution or 
episteme and present alternative roles for design to those characterised by industry and driven by 
technological and financial concerns. They offer new interpretations of prescribed agendas 
legitimising and problematizing alternate forms of design work that extend product design’s cultural 
agency.

These alternative approaches are understood under various terms, for example, Moline (2008) 
describes experimental design. Bruce and Stephanie Tharp (2008) describe discursive design 
outlining a design approach that leverages functionality to spark contemplation. In a discussion on 
the origins of critical design and its operation in Sweden Robach (2005) describes koncept design 
emphasising the link between critical design and conceptual art. More recently a discourse has 
emerged surrounding speculative design. (Kerridge, Loizeau, Caccavale, Auger, & Soares, 2008) 
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Arguably, speculative design has developed from of the popular understanding of Critical Design 
developed by Dunne (1998).   

These practices are uniform in that they suggest a move away from commercial design towards a 
conceptual, discursive, inquisitive and often provocative role. Design as a critical language where 
the object and medium of design are used as a form of inquiry in societal, technological and 
disciplinary discourse.  

To understand how product is used as a form of critical language in terms that do not exclusively 
rely on established discourse in other disciplines – for example in Art, Architecture or Sociology– 
we need to develop a disciplinary understanding of critical designs meaning, potential and explore 
its contribution to Product Design.  

To establish this understanding we need to question in design terms:  What are the examples of 
practice – the designs? In what contexts do these designs operate? By what methods and tactics 
do they operate? What is the focus of critique or the subject of investigation through design?  In 
addition to analysing individual projects and practitioners we need to consider them in the context 
of the whole that they form. We need to attend to the subtle differences in the approaches and 
explore the links between the individual modes of critical practice. Underpinning this we need to 
consider conditions in mainstream design that have led to the emergence of critical design 
practice.

In this paper the author begins to address these questions aiming to illustrate one approach to 
critical design through the perspectives of designers Ralph Ball and Maxine Naylor. 

Method
This conversation is one in a series of interviews with critical designers that form part of a PhD 
project contextualising critical practice in Product Design.  The function of the PhD is to analyse 
approaches in Product Design that have been described as critical in an attempt to conceptualise 
the field and thematically separate examples of practice (Malpass, 2009). Using literature and 
interview transcripts as a source of information the author has developed thematic categories 
through a process of dialogical reasoning and “constrained generalisation” (Butler, 2002). The 
author aims to structure the field of practice and illustrate through taxonomy: the function of critical 
design practice; the rationale for critical practice; the contexts where it operates; the projects; the 
designers; the methods by which it operates.  

A hermeneutic is employed (Klein & Myers, 1999; Gadamer, 1998). A nessecery element to satisfy 
the hermenutic method is to engage with multiple partcipants to elicit multiple interpretations of the 
field. To staisfy this element interviews were arranged with expert designers. Through interview the 
‘critical’ designers were encouraged to reflect on their experience and practice. A conversational 
approach to interviews is used. (Rubin & Rubin, 2004; Laverty, 2003)  

A hermeneutic approach enables the participants to reflect on the meaning of their experiences. 
Gadamer understood hermeneutics as a process of co-creation between the researcher and 
participant in which the very production of meaning occurs through a circle of reflective 
interpretations.  This approach supports a dialogue between the researcher and participant. The 
participant’s contributions are allowed to affect the co-construction of ideas.  This principle calls on 
the researcher to acknowledge and reflect on the construction of the data derived from the 
interaction. The reflexive discussion supplementing in this paper contributes to this process.  

The participants and context  
Ball and Naylor are identified amongst a group of expert participants who through writing and 
practice present an alternative perspective in critical design discourse. Their practice differs from 
those in critical design that deal with scientific engagement or technological futures – “What if’s” 
(Dunne & Raby, 2009) or “Design Fictions” (Bleecker & Nova, 2009). Using an experimental 
approach they design and make furniture. Ball and Naylor’s approach forms part of an academic 
strategy that they describe as a practice led approach to research. Through object they offer 
commentary on the impact of design in society. To set the scene the interview was conducted at 
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Central St Martin’s University of Arts London on an afternoon in August 2009 where Ball and 
Naylor were preparing work for their exhibition ‘Chair Poetics: Envisioning Anonymity’ part of the 
London design festival.   

On: Critical design 
Matt Malpass: You describe your research activity as critical design practice. It might be good to
have some definition of what critical design is. Is this something you can give?

Ralph Ball: I think the first thing it means is that the objects we produce are about making 
commentary or comment on design practice. That means the objects themselves don’t necessarily 
need to be functional, practical objects but they need to refer to functional, practical objects or to 
the culture of design in order to make relevant comment. We use objects instead of using text. 
Those will be visual observations about particular issues associated with design. The issue might 
be to do with sustainability, excessive obsolescence, it might be to do with obsessive focus on a 
particular ideology and where that might lead. In some cases, we’ve explored the axioms 
associated with modernism and demonstrated how the axioms if taken to an extreme produce 
absurdities. The ideology finishes up being problematic. It’s a way of exposing the fallacy of 
unreflective ideologies of any kind. 

On: Open process 
MM: You write about an ‘open process’ can you explain this? 

Maxine Naylor: It’s a way in which we work at the moment. We both trained as furniture designers. 
As a furniture designer you are often working on your own projects – certainly in your educational 
experience and often as a professional. In a more ‘open process’ what you’re doing is you’re 
working with other designers. It’s a much more communal activity and it’s where ideas are debated 
and discussed – they’re moved through a conversation. In many ways critical design is a dialogue. 
It’s a visual dialogue about our ideas concerning design thinking. The ‘open process’ is that 
process when you are having a discussion and debate while you are working. It’s also substantially 
to do with the idea that you are not working for a client. You are working to a design agenda rather 
than a client or service agenda.  

RB: If you are working as a professional you are invariably doing something relatively 
preconditioned whether it’s a specific design brief or a particular set of required parameters to 
operate within. In an ‘open process’ those things are much less constrained and you can allow all 
sorts of other elements in. We talk about allowing accidents to happen, finding things by accident 
and the fact that when you are working with the juxtaposition of objects in space something might 
happen simply by the fact that two things come together. You can be aware of that and use it to 
lead off. In a conventional design brief you would often have to ignore that newly opened route. 

When we talk about ‘open process’ it doesn’t mean there aren’t any rules. The rules are 
determined by the choice of the object or the choice of story that we’re trying to tell. When we 
conceived the ‘Archaeology of the Invisible’ – the overarching project is called ‘Sustaining Desire’ – 
what was interesting is that we were working deliberately and specifically with objects that had 
already been designed and we were redesigning them.  

What that strategy does is that it objectifies the process in a different way because you are starting 
with a given. For example, that is a generic stacking chair and asking the question, what are we 
going to do with that? We can both buy into that discussion objectively. It’s not about whether I 
think that this proportion is better than that or I’d detail something in a different way to Maxine. It’s 
about what makes sense in terms of telling the right story about this specific object. The objects 
impose certain kinds of rules because they are what they are.  
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Figure 1: Blackstack. Archaeology of the Invisible collection 2003-04 

RB: A stacking chair is a stacking chair and not any other kind of chair. It has a certain set of rules 
about what it does and doesn’t do and we have to honour those rules.

Maxine Naylor: There are particular parameters implied by the objects themselves. We try and 
define and operate with those principles. We almost agree a set of principles before we start 
working so that we know we can’t do that but we can do this. The old design principle of creativity 
within specific constraints. By limiting the language we actually exploit it better. We get more out of 
it because we focus on the elements which are appropriate.  

This type of designing is a much more open ended activity. When we started the first collection 
Archaeology of the Invisible it wasn’t determined that there would be a collection of chairs. There 
was a discussion about chairs. The objects are a manifestation of the conversation we were 
having.

On: Design poetics 
MM: You talk about ‘design poetics’ and the use of rhetoric in your approach. Can you describe the 
notion of ‘design poetics’? 

RB: ‘Design poetics’ is coined and used in the same way as literary poetics and poetry. Something 
doesn’t have to make literal sense it has to make poetic sense. What does that mean? It means 
that in literary poetry you can put words together that wouldn’t necessarily make figurative sense 
but elicit a different kind of meaning. For example, if I talk about someone having a loud voice that 
would be a normal literary statement but if I talk about a pale green voice or a dark blue voice that 
would be a more poetic description – one which engages the faculties of both imagination and 
interpretation. We can consider ‘visual poetics’ in the same way. We put together something which 
creates a contradiction, creates a paradox, or creates some form of visual resonance, which is 
different to conventional expectation but which throws light on the object that we are dealing with. 

MN: Often the work is about engaging people in looking at objects afresh and it doesn’t have to be 
serious and ponderous. It’s actually often quite witty and amusing. One of the things we had 
happen quite a lot when we first showed Archaeology of the Invisible was people asked me if it 
was alright if they laughed at the pieces.  I said yes, they’re funny, they’re funny aren’t they? It’s 
about people getting it rather like comedy. Being poetic about something allows people to look at 
things in a very different way.  

MM: Is humour is an important element? 

MN: Culturally it is and so it should be in our design work.  

RB: Another point about the poetic aspect is that we are making objects that look both familiar and 
strange. In literature there is a recognisable relationship between ordinary prose and poetic 
language.  Poetic language uses the same words as ordinary prose it just puts words in different 
orders. When we’re working with chairs we’re making objects that are familiar but we’re remaking 
them to be simultaneously unfamiliar. 

MN: We also look at features, characteristics and differences.  Because we’re both furniture 
designers we look at chairs very closely. Chairs have got real personalities and attributes. These 
characteristics are invisible to most people. By altering them they become generally more 
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readable. We shift and emphasise. We make their personalities stronger and people see them 
more fundamentally. 

Figure 2: Plastic Gold (anonymous and ubiquitous white plastic stacking garden chair) & 24 Star (generic 
office chair). Archaeology of the Invisible collection 2003-04 

RB: The whole point about the Archaeology of the Invisible collection is that it’s actually ‘digging 
up’ awareness, making visible that which, because of it being so common and so ubiquitous, is 
invisible, culturally buried. The value of stacking, or the economic or structural difference between 
one chair frame and another goes unappreciated. 

MN: Whether an object is ‘designed’ or not designed, or if it is well conceived or not well conceived 
is often simply not considered at all. 

On: Rhetoric and Embedded Visual Narrative 
MM: Other critical designers talk of rhetorical use presenting work that alone you wouldn’t have 
any idea what it is or is for. It needs an external narrative to establish context of use and with that 
persuasive narrative you can imagine using the design. Is that how you use rhetoric?  

RB: No we don’t use it like that. We are interested in what we call ‘embedded visual narrative’. The 
idea is that we’re trying to use a visual narrative. What we are looking for is to have the object 
speak for itself or declare its intentions directly. The story ideally is embedded in the object rather 
than existing as a separate narrative. You don’t have to have a piece of text to go with it. That’s the 
difference between what other critical designers may do and what we do. We intend that you are 
able to directly, visually read what the object is about. 

MM: Critical design isn’t functional in a traditional sense. Do you ever see this type of design 
practice feeding into a more traditional idea of the design process or is it something that should 
remain separate?

RB: I think it can occasionally become conventionally functional as an accidental by-product of the 
process. In the past some of the things we made prior to Archaeology of the Invisible which were 
developed within a critical or an ideological frame of reference and driven by that particular 
definition. But we were designing these objects within a product design ethos that meant that we 
were conceiving and detailing them as if they could be produced. That suggests that if, by 
accident, they happen to have a commercial viability then it’s possible that they could easily 
migrate over the object boundary and become products. This happened with Golden Delicious and 
One Day I’ll Design the Perfect Paper Light Shade (Fig 3). They became products but only 
because they’re conceived using the language of industrial design – they therefore already have 
the latent possibility of being product design. They were originally conceived and presented as one 
off pieces but within industrial production ideology. 
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Figure 2: One day I’ll design the perfect paper light shade 2000 & Golden delicious 1997-98 for Ligne Roset 

MN: By nature because we’re designers we try and rationalise as a designer would. We put things 
together in a rational way using the principles we’ve grown up with – economy of means and so on 
and we use materials effectively and appropriately. So in a sense that’s what it’s also about. It’s 
expressing those traditions. They are now traditions of thinking about how things are 
manufactured. Even if it is something we’ve altered it’s still reflected in the language of the piece 
and in the way it was manufactured. 

MM: Can you tell me about anything that motivates your practice are there any notable influences, 
inspirations, education or any theoretical perspectives?  

RB: One of the things that initially motivated me was a kind of frustration with what I would call an 
endless cycle of the same neo-modernist work. Also a frustration with the way that postmodernism 
and various forms of contemporary design simply seem to be fairly stylistic activities with very little 
intellectual content. Certainly postmodernism was used to attack modernism as being something, 
which has nowhere else to go and was caught in a stylistic cul-de-sac. Postmodernism as a 
replacement can be accused of equally facile activity and limited works. There are exceptions of 
course; there are exceptions in both camps to that limitation. So yes what we’re interested in are 
the exceptions rather than the rules. In that category we would put people and influences like 
SITE, the architectural practice, Marcel Duchamp’s Rue Larrey Door. There are certain types of 
objects and certain things that make sense to us in terms of what we are doing now that are 
historically part of that same lineage. I think initially it’s to do with frustration with the design work 
that was and still is coming out and seems to be more and more of the same. I don’t see any value 
in actually doing something, which is no better than something that Charles Eames did in 1950. 

MN: The work extends in terms of education. In many ways the thinking came from – well certainly 
from me – a frustration with students being unable to look properly at objects. They don’t look at 
things analytically or critically. People don’t look at things more than superficially. Students 
particularly have to cultivate a sustained concentration and the project turned into one where 
actually I got my students to appreciate objects better. They looked at things for longer. They 
understood the implications of manufacturing an object. They started understanding that it was 
built, it was constructed and that many people worked on it. They gained a greater appreciation of 
artefacts, and this goes back to engaging the sustainable debate.   

On: Mature typology 
RB: There is another difference in how we work. Because we are furniture designers we are 
interested in what we call ‘mature typologies’, types of object which generally have an agreed 
consensus on basic form. I’m not particularly interested in electronic objects which don’t seem to 
have reached any kind of formal maturity.  The other definition we have therefore is that there are 
‘immature objects’ and they haven’t reached a final form because, for example with the telephone 
the function is to communicate with somebody over a distance. That form and method keeps 
changing doesn’t it? With the chair the basic form was established thousands of years ago. We 
have many variations on the same fundamental form – something that holds your body at a certain 
height off the ground, to make it comfortable for your legs. With regard to talking to people over a 
distance that’s changed from smoke signals to mobile phones and could continue to morph into 
something that’s almost intangible. 
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MN: The thing about furniture is it’s about ritual, it’s about culture, and it’s not just about comfort. 
The electronic world is driven by micro technology, which is fascinating but it’s an expansive, 
shifting and a kind of amorphous entity that in a sense could be almost invisible. In contrast, 
furniture is always going to have a physical presence. 

RB: That goes back to the ‘embedded’ narrative. We are working with recognisable archetypes. I 
think the problem with electronic products is that they are less recognisable. That is why some 
designs need an external narrative to explain what they are. You could have a cube or a minimal 
shape and you can say this is a something – a radio for example – you declare that’s what it is. 

MN: Driven by hidden electronics it could be anything. Is this cube a calculator or a smoke alarm? 

RB: Then you have the idea of imagining using. As soon as I pick this up and put it to the side of 
my face it becomes a mobile phone. As soon as I pick this up and behave with it in a certain way it 
becomes the object associated with that particular behaviour. But it requires a ‘theatre of use’ to 
have that happen. With mature objects we already recognise them so therefore we’ve got a 
recognisable narrative to start from. 

MM: I’d like to talk a little about framing your practice. What makes your objects design objects and 
not conceptual art? 

MN: We have this debate quite a bit. Sometimes out of perverseness, sometimes we want to –  if 
we’re labelled as designers –  say no we’re artists and sometimes when I’m called an artist I say 
no I’m a designer. But actually in the end I don’t know if it’s an interesting debate in itself. As soon 
as you set yourself in that position people look at the work in a particular way. I know they need to 
set it in a particular context but my thinking is that they look at it how they want to look at it. If they 
want to see it as conceptual art fine, but if they want to see it as an interesting statement about 
design that’s also fine. I would probably always say fundamentally I’m a designer because I like the 
problems that designers tackle. I think they have serious implications for the world. If you’re going 
to get deeply philosophical I think designers have an ability to make a huge impact on our 
environment. Not just in terms of sustainability but to the quality of the environment. We suffer for a 
lack of quality and integrity and at the moment society still doesn’t know what design is. They think 
it’s a styling exercise, they think its packaging, they think its branding, but the core activity 
fundamentally is coming up with good products.  

Figure 4: Chair Archive 2008. Indeterminate Cases exhibition. La Sala Vinçon Barcelona

RB: It follows from that. You might choose to use art as a strategic label because people 
sometimes take art more seriously intellectually.  There is a perception, a position – when you 
locate something in a gallery it is looked at differently than if placed in a retail store. You can use 
this perception of the gallery context. It’s strategic to use the idea that it is somehow art about 
design or better, art using design as a point of reference in order to make statements about design.  

MN: I think your point earlier, which I would agree with, it’s that we honour the process of 
designing. We don’t mean to throw it out of the window and start from first principles. We have a 
good legacy to work with. What designers haven’t done is move design on to where it needs to be. 
We’ve corrupted it by doing these copies of things.  In general we have a very different idea of 
what design can be than many designers. I think it is a very, very significant profession that’s been 
much abused and much misunderstood and actually what I find upsetting is I think many other 
professions understand what we’re getting at more than the profession itself, what the value of it is. 
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MM: Other critical designers focus on issues that can be considered outside of the design 
discipline – what I describe as ‘With-out’ – using design to address societal and ethical concerns 
such as bio-ethics and scientific futures. Your work seems to subvert design challenging the 
discipline by offering critique of a design core – what I describe as ‘With-in’. Is this something you 
would agree with?

Figure 5: The focus of critique. Illustration used as a discussion prompt. 

MN: It’s subversive in a sense of challenging current design thinking and practice, that is, much of 
design often defaulting to branding exercises. Yes our design actively opposes that. But not 
subversive fundamentally I believe design can be a powerful tool that doesn’t need to be 
completely dismantled; it just needs to be paired back to what it’s capable of doing.  

RB: I would agree generally with that. However, additionally we are looking at sustainability, in a 
way I think is different to other people. Sustainability does belong to that larger territory.  The 
umbrella title of the original project was called Sustaining Desire and the idea involved looking 
inwards to project outwards again to a larger social context. It’s basically proposes that we need to 
start valuing the good things that we already have rather than making more and more, throwing 
them away and making more and more again. So Sustaining Desire becomes: let’s focus on both 
the intellectual and the aesthetic marriage of things which are really good pieces of design. So we 
have to go inward i.e. to be introspective in terms of looking at what these objects really are and 
what they do by representing the forgotten and the familiar. 

MN: But then also it’s interesting because it depends on the audience. I would say that our 
audience is primarily a design audience. I see other designers as my audience. I’m trying to inform 
and motivate that inner core to do something. Yes they are being asked to look outwards but what 
we are doing is trying to influence design education and in how we deal with, how we think about 
design as a profession. We’ve got very complacent.  

RB: Well it’s not very ideological anymore is it? It’s very commercially orientated. 

MN: It’s driven by very specific criteria that are very limited and ultimately terribly disappointing and 
design isn’t only about that. 

RB: I think that’s strange and it’s perhaps why we keep getting attached to art. 

MN: Through their work artists are allowed to comment and critique and we’re not.  We’re told 
you’re not really a designer unless you’re providing a ‘service’. I am providing a service it’s just not 
got a client in a traditional sense. The client is the educational system, it’s design thinking.  
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Reflections
It is difficult to put in place the critical rhetoric it takes to visualise a need for a revision of the status 
quo through design. Ball and Naylor aim to do this by reflexively turning design method on design 
itself. They present a tension of structure and ornament, and point to the contradictions of 
functionalist design traditions, satirically exaggerating the effects of instrumental approaches to 
design and superficial replication.  

Ball and Naylor describe their approach as research. If critical design is framed as research it must 
conform to some measure of rigor and validity. In their work Ball and Naylor present a method of 
visual citation referencing designers and modernist design ideology in the objects they design. In 
their tactics they draw on literary composition; mechanisms of juxtaposition and satire to create 
contradiction and visual resonance. They establish an analogous language to that of the written 
word using object as prose in their concept of ‘design poetics’ through which they offer both 
critique and affirmation of design methods.  

They aim to challenge design thinking by reassessing contemporary practice and how designers 
read objects. Their critique is established by grounding critical design in established traditions 
episteme and discourse consistently referencing design principles; this in turn incites reflection on 
tradition. They are loyal to a core set of industrial design skills, proportion, production, 
manufacture, quality and function. These are subverted reinforcing the need for an attention to 
these principles.  

Ball and Naylor recognise their audience as a design audience. Through their ‘open process’ they 
enter into a dialogue with the audience. The work is disseminated in the gallery context and 
through publication. They engage with how the object is shown and read in the gallery context 
exploiting any association with Art.  

Design commentary informed by art sometimes treats design’s preoccupations as over-determined 
and misguided. Ball and Naylor negotiate this suggesting that it doesn’t matter if the object is read 
as Art or Design. Associations with Art and gallery dissemination facilitate the concept behind the 
object and the commentary through it. Objects of critical design are however, always the result of a 
design process conceived and developed in the ethos of Product Design.  

This identifies a challenge and opportunity to a mainstream design community and raises the 
question: How do we develop critical practice without relying on discourse in other disciplines –for 
example Art –  and the critical analysis applied in these disciplines and develop a lens with which 
to view and further understand objects of critical design in our own disciplinary terms? 
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Introduction

This is a book for students who design artefacts of the kind studied 
in design and architectural schools. Aside from the question im-
plicit in its title, it asks what skills and aptitudes may be appropriate 
to the practice of design. A general discussion of such matters, in-
cluding detailed recommendations for further reading, is followed 
by a directly practical reference section, confi ned to essentials, on 
various aspects of design technique (distinguished by a change of 
page colour). The absence of pictures is deliberate and considered. 
The reasons will become apparent to any thoughtful reader, as the 
argument of the book develops, but there is a terse summary of 
this reasoning in part 19 (‘Questioning design’; see pages 158–9 
particularly).

By the word ‘student’ I mean to include those of all ages coming 
freshly to their subject. At a certain level of awareness all creative 
workers gain in humility as their knowledge develops, and will wish 
frequently to return to their origins for refreshment of the spirit: 
to ask yet again who they are, what they could or should be doing, 
and why. I would like to think that this book will be a congenial 
companion to any engaged by such a quest, as much as to those 
who, starting their journey, turn to it for guidance.

It is well enough understood that design is a socially negotiated 
discipline, and there are telling respects in which design questions 
are political questions. No book about design is politically value-
free, whatever its apparent claim to objectivity. I would like to make 
it plain, therefore, that this book has always belonged resolutely 
with the standpoint of the libertarian left, and still does so. It is a 
textbook of design, not a political tract; but that is its standpoint. 
It also adopts and explores – even more unfashionably – a generally 
modernist position in that context, holding that ‘like the poor (it 
seems), what is modern is always with us; and open to transforma-
tion’. Constructive forces in the world should not be confused with 
those of reaction, but there is nothing very new in such confl icts; nor 
in the diffi culty of their interpretation.
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There are certain very general facts of modern life, within which 
any constructive activity must he seen as contributory. Untouched 
by them, any such activity is perhaps better suited to garden gnomes 
than to human beings. These facts include a global view of the hu-
man situation, which can hardly exclude the decimation of the rain 
forests any more than the appalling disparity of living standards, 
and life expectation, in the different parts of our world; not to speak 
of the nerve-centres in the self-awareness of our time, which have 
been the revelations of the concentration camps and the terrible 
lurking ever-present destructive threat of the Bomb – now so incon-
ceivably destructive even in one warhead as to defy imagining. Yet if 
human solidarity and humane imagining mean anything at all, it is 
upon such awareness that every act of construction, however small, 
must in some sense draw, seek nourishment, become predicated 
– or withdraw into triviality and the blandishments of excess. A 
certain order of sensibility, if not of commitment, belongs to such 
perceptions; and a different one, to their suppression, or neutering. 
To expose and to clarify, not to embellish, was at once the joy and 
the seriousness of the modern movement, and it remains vital to its 
task and heritage.

To some of these questions, and to the underlying problems 
of industrialism as such, E. F. Schumacher has brought a notable 
diagnostic acumen as much as simplicity of heart, putting in very 
simple language what must surely be plain: 

‘There are four main characteristics of modern industrial society 
which, in the light of the Gospels, must be accounted four great and 
grievous evils:
1  Its vastly complicated nature.
2  Its continuous stimulation of, and reliance on, the deadly sins 
of greed, envy, and avarice.
3  Its destruction of the content and dignity of most forms of work.
4  Its authoritarian character, owing to organization in excessively 
large units.

All these evils are, I think, exacerbated by the fact that the bulk 
of industry is carried on for the purpose of private pecuniary gain ... 
[but] the worst exploitation practised today is “cultural exploita-
tion”, namely, the exploitation by unscrupulous moneymakers of 
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the deep longing for culture on the part of the less privileged and 
undereducated groups in our society.’

Schumacher also had constructive offerings, not necessarily to the 
taste or within the aptitude of many designers, but since in this 
book I am arguing that ‘design is a fi eld of concern, response, and 
enquiry as often as decision and consequence’ – big words! – it may 
be encouraging to remember that we still have visible role-models 
within a radical Christian attitude. Trendies take note.

It remains to ask, in an introductory spirit, what is special about 
this book, and justifi es a new edition. First, it is original: that is 
to say written at fi rst hand from my own experience as a designer, 
maker, and teacher; rather than from reading other books. It is use-
ful, I think – useful evidentially to students – to have felt the modern 
movement in your bones, to have lived it. Such ‘being original’ is 
not exclusively useful, however. Creative critical scholarship – to 
which I have little claim – has something different to offer, and 
complementary: the special benefi t of breadth, distance, and rela-
tive impartiality of view. This brings me to a second foundation asset 
of this book. Like – I suggest – the root impulse and need of truly 
modern design, it is not self-contained; it is contributory. There 
are other books by scholars, and many books of pictures. The fi rst 
thing to learn about the deep structure of modern design is that it 
is relation-seeking and pleasurably so; but that, as the saying is, we 
shall come to. Good work was probably always diffi cult, and recently 
never more so; but I hope this book will encourage those who hold 
to it.
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1  What is a designer?

Design:
v. to mark out; to plan, purpose, intend ...
n. a plan conceived in the mind, of something to be done ...
n. adaptation of means to end ...

The shorter Oxford English dictionary

Every human being is a designer. Many also earn their living by 
design – in every fi eld that warrants pause, and careful considera-
tion, between the conceiving of an action and a fashioning of the 
means to carry it out, and an estimation of its effects.

In fact this book is concerned mainly – not wholly – with a 
minority profession: of designers whose work helps to give form 
and order to the amenities of life, whether in the context of manu-
facture, or of place and occasion. The very clumsiness of this defi ni-
tion underlines the diffi culty of using one word to denote a wide 
range of quite disparate experiences – both in the outcome of design 
decisions, and in the activity of designing. The dictionary reference 
above is selective; in practice the word is also applied to the product 
of ‘a plan conceived in the mind’, not only as a set of drawings or 
instructions, but as the ultimate outcome from manufacture.

This is confusing. The diffi culty becomes acute if the word 
 ‘design’ is used without reference to any specifi c context – used, 
for instance, as a blanket term to cover every situation in which 
adaptation of means to ends is preceded by an abstract of intent 
– though designing is thus usefully distinguished from ‘making’ or 
from spontaneous activity. Beyond this point, the word must refer 
to recognizable products and opportunities, or become hopelessly 
abstract.

The design work to be discussed is now usually studied within 
the art and design faculty of a polytechnic, in a school of architec-
ture, sometimes within a university, and – not least – in some of the 
smaller art and design colleges that may provide vocational courses. 
‘Distance-learning’ institutions may provide study courses, neces-
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sarily at a generalized level and without the benefi t of studios and 
workshops. And of course, with or without the aid of such studies 
and evening classes, it is perfectly possible to study design simply 
by doing it. It should not be necessary to say that architects are 
designers (even if the matter is, occasionally, in doubt). Taking that 
old stand-by the ‘broad view’, it is convenient to group the work 
into three simple categories, though the distinctions are in no way 
absolute, nor are they always so described: product design (things), 
environmental design (places) and communication design (messag-
es). Such categories blur some further necessary distinctions (as 
between, for instance, the design of industrial equipment and that 
of retail products in a domestic market) but can form a useful depar-
ture.

In the fi eld of product design, the professional extremes might 
be said to range from studio pottery and textile design at one end of 
the spectrum to engineering design and computer programming at 
the other. This is a very broad spectrum and clearly there are serious 
differences at the extremes. In the communication fi eld, a similar 
spectrum might range from, say, freehand book illustration, to the 
very exact disciplines of cartography or the design of instrumenta-
tion for aircraft.

Obviously, the more aesthetic and sensory latitude available 
within a particular range of design opportunities, the closer they 
resemble those offered by the practice of ‘fi ne-art’. The less latitude, 
the closer design becomes to the sciences, and to fi elds in which the 
scope of aesthetic ‘choice’ is truly marginal. The design of a traffi c 
light system has an aesthetic component, but it would need a very 
special defi nition of aesthetics to embrace the many determining 
factors that must fi nally settle the design outcome.

The situation for architects is usually held to be more straight-
forward; historically, their position has developed a fairly clear 
set of responsibilities. However, the complex changes in building 
types, and in industrialized building possibilities, have combined 
with other factors thoroughly to upset this stable picture. Indeed, 
the architect’s work has been so undermined by that of specialists 
in surrounding territory (engineers, planners, sociologists, interior 
 designers, etc.) that the profession is no longer so easy to identify. 
It is still reasonable to see an architect as a designer with a special-
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ized technical and functional competence, and again a spectrum 
is discernible, ranging from very open and ephemeral design situa-
tions, to those as critical as the design of an operating theatre.

It is necessary to start somewhere, and this book takes a middle-
zone standpoint. In most art schools this will include furniture, 
interior design, exhibition design, packaging, some wide areas of 
graphic and industrial (product) design, and some of the fringe ter-
ritory leading into architecture. Students must make the necessary 
allowances to accommodate their own subject of study. This is chief-
ly necessary in part 2 (‘Is a designer an artist?’) and in some of the 
notes on procedure (parts 11–16) – or the studio potter will certainly 
feel that everything in this book is unduly complicated, whereas an 
architect might feel that there is undue simplifi cation. All designers, 
however specialized should know roughly what their colleagues do 
– and why; not only to fertilize their own thinking, but also to make 
group practice effective, and for other reasons that will appear.

There are many roles for designers even within a given sector 
of professional work. A functional classifi cation might be: impre-
sarios, culture diffusers, culture generators, assistants, and para-
sites. Impresarios: those who get work, organize others to do it, and 
present the outcome. Culture diffusers: those who do competent 
work effectively over a broad fi eld, usually from a stable background 
of dispersed interests. Culture generators: obsessive characters who 
work in back rooms and produce ideas, often more useful to other 
designers than the public. Assistants: often beginners, but also a 
large group concerned with administration or draughtsmanship. 
Parasites: those who skim off the surface of other people’s work 
and make a good living by it. The fi rst four groups are interdepend-
ent, necessary to each other. It should be added that any designer 
might shift from one role to another in the course of his working 
life, or even within the development of a single commission, though 
temperament and ability encourage a more permanent separation 
of functions in a large design offi ce. Thus no value-judgement is 
implied here, except upon parasites who are only too numerous.

In small offi ces – or of course for independent freelance work-
ers – there will be little stratifi cation; ‘the offi ce’ may tend to move in 
one direction or another, but the work within it will be less predict-
able for any one member – excluding, perhaps, secretarial or admin-
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istrative assistants and often temporary draughtsmen. A ‘consult-
ant’ is often a lone wolf who deals in matters of high expertise 
or (paradoxically) of very broad generality. Designers will be found 
in every quarter, sometimes working independently, sometimes for 
government or local authority offi ces, or attached to large manufac-
turers, to retail agencies, to public corporations, and elsewhere in 
places too numerous to mention. Artisan designers will have their 
own workshop and perhaps their own retail outlet. There are a few 
design offi ces that will design anything from a fountain pen to an 
airport, and will therefore employ specialists from every fi eld (in-
cluding architects) – a rational development and a welcome one, but 
implying some genius for large scale organization which, in turn, 
may tend to level out the standard of work produced. (As numbers 
increase, it becomes a problem to keep work fl owing through at 
a productive pace, yet have enough – not too much – to allow every-
one a fair living.) Students usually need a few years’ offi ce practice 
before setting up by themselves; often this happens in small groups 
of three to six designers who will share offi ce and administrative 
expenses.

Most designers are educated in a formal way by three-to-seven 
years in a design school (or school of architecture) leading to 
appropriate qualifi cations. Some have had unorthodox beginnings – 
by dropping in the deep end and learning to swim – but self-training 
may need sympathetic patrons, is apt to be patchy according to 
the opportunities that occur, and needs a special pertinacity. 
 Apprenticeship rarely means more than training as a draughtsman. 
A few factories or retail fi rms may encourage employees who show 
design aptitude. Evening classes and correspondence courses are 
mostly directed at cultural appreciation or do-it-yourself horizons, 
but intending full-time students can build up a portfolio of work by 
this means.

A note of warning: the word ‘design’ appears freely as noun 
and verb, and where words like ‘formal’, ‘realization’, ‘conscious-
ness’ are used without qualifi cation, readers should examine the 
context and think for themselves. I have used the word ‘student’ 
suggestively; trying it for size.

There is a perfectly good sense in which a creative worker re-
mains, perpetually a humble student of his subject. This is not to be 
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confused with the timidity of the ‘permanent student’ whose name 
haunts the lists of application for grants, research funds, and fi nally, 
minor teaching appointments. These must again be distinguished 
from the serious student of scholarly bent who ‘reads’ the subject 
and may make a distinctive contribution to theory or criticism. By 
the word ‘student’, therefore, I mean those who still question what 
they are doing, and ask why.

There is no word by the use of which sex-discrimination can 
be avoided. Readers must accept that when ‘him’ or ‘man’ is used, 
these words embrace both sexes (unless the text does draw a dis-
tinction). Women should not be deterred from course-work that in-
cludes the use of machinery and unfamiliar work with hand-tools. 
Invariably such skills are gained rapidly and practised with enthusi-
asm.

This, then, is the apparent situation of the designer and where 
this book begins. Returning to the statement that every human is 
a designer, and using it as a springboard: we do well to remember 
that designers are ordinary human beings, as prone as others (given 
half a chance) to every human weakness, including an exaggerated 
idea of their own consequence. Consider the following questions: 
Should a designer design for a factory in which he could never imag-
ine working as an operative? Is design social-realist art? Is it handy 
to be in a state of moral grace when designing a knife and fork? 
Does design work justify its claims to social usefulness, or is it a 
privileged form of self-expression? Is a profession a genteel self-
protection society with some necessary illusions? Should a designer 
be a conformist or an agent of change?

Those who feel that such questions are diversionary and a waste 
of time, should perhaps put this book down; others read on, but not 
for easy answers.
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THE CONQUEST OF THE IRRATIONAL

THE WATERS WE SWIM IN

We all know that the brilliant and sensational progress of the individual sciences, the
glory and honor of the “space” and the era we live in, involves, on the one hand, the
crisis and the overwhelming disrepute of “logical intuition,” and on the other hand, the
respect for irrational factors and hierarchies as new positive and specifically productive
values. We must bear in mind that pure and logical intuition, pure intuition, I repeat, a
pure maid of all work, in the private homes of the particular sciences, had been carrying
about in her womb an illegitimate child who was nothing less than the child of physics
proper; and by the time Maxwell and Faraday were at work, this son was noticeably
weighed down with an unequivocal persuasiveness and a personal force of gravity that
left no doubt about the father of the child: Newton. Because of this downward pull and
the force of gravity, pure intuition, after being booted out of the homes of all the
particular sciences, has now turned into pure prostitution, for we see her offering her
final charms and final turbulences in the brothel of the artistic and literary world. It is
under cultural circumstances like these that our contemporaries, systematically
cretinized by the mechanism and architecture of self-punishment, by the psychological
congratulations of bureaucracy, by ideological chaos, and the austerity of imagination,
by paternal wastelands of emotion, and other wastelands, waste their energy biting into
the senile and triumphal tastiness of the plump, atavitic, tender, military, and territorial
back of some Hitlerian nursemaid, in order to finally manage to communicate in some
fashion or other with the consecrated totemic host which has been whisked away from
under their very noses and which, we all know, was nothing but the spiritual and
symbolical sustenance that Catholicism has been offering for centuries to appease the
cannibalistic frenzy of moral and irrational starvation.
For, in point of fact, the contemporary hunger for the irrational is always keenest before a
cultural dining table offering only the cold and unsubstantial leftovers of art and literature
and the burning analytical preciseness of the particular sciences, momentarily incapable
of any nutritive synthesis because of their disproportionate scope and specialization, and
in all events totally unassimilable except by speculative cannibalism.
Here lies the source of the enormous nutritive and cultural responsibility of Surrealism, a
responsibility that has been growing more and more objective, encroaching, and
exclusivist with each new cataclysm of collective famine, each new gluttonous, viscous,
ignominious and sublime bite of the fearful jaws of the masses wolfing down the
congested, bloody, and preeminently biological cutlet of politics.
It is under these circumstances that Salvador Dali, clutching the precise apparatus of
paranoid-critical activity, and less willing than ever to desert his uncompromising cultural
post, has for a long time now been suggesting that we might do well to eat up the
surrealities, too; for we Surrealists are the sort of high-quality, decadent, stimulating,
immoderate, and ambivalent foodstuff which, with the utmost tact and intelligence,
agrees with the gamy, paradoxical, and succulently truculent state proper to, and
characteristic of, the climate of moral and ideological confusion in which we have the
honor and the pleasure to be living.
For we Surrealists, as you will realize by paying us some slight attention, are not quite
artists, nor are we really scientists; we are caviar, and believe me, caviar is the
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extravagance and the very intelligence of taste, especially in concrete times like the
present in which the above mentioned hungering for the irrational, albeit an
incommensurable, impatient, and imperialist hungering, is so exasperated by the salivary
expectations of waiting, that in order to arrive progressively at its glorious conquests
close by, it must first swallow the fine, heady, and dialectical grape of caviar, without
which the heavy and stifling food of the next ideologies would threaten immediately to
paralyze the vital and philosophical rage of the belly of history.
For caviar is the life experience not only of the sturgeon, but of the Surrealists as well,
because, like the sturgeon, we are carnivorous fish, who, as I have already hinted, swim
between two bodies of water, the cold water of art and the warm water of science; and it
is precisely due to that temperature and to our swimming against the current that the
experience of our lives and our fecundation reaches that turbid depth, that irrational and
moral hyperlucidity possible only in the climate of Neronian osmosis that results from
the living and continuous fusion of the sole’s thickness and its crowned heat, the
satisfaction and the circumcision of the sole and the corrugated iron, territorial ambition
and agricultural patience, keen collectivism and vizors propped up by letters of white on
the old billiard cushions and letters of white on the old millyard Russians, all sorts of
warm and dermatological elements,
which, in short, are the coexisting and characteristic elements presiding over the notion
of the “imponderable,” a sham notion unanimously recognized as functioning as an
epithet for the elusive taste of caviar and hiding the timid and gustatory germs of
concrete irrationality, which, being merely the apotheosis and the paroxysm of the
objective imponderable, constitutes the divisionist exactness and precision of the very
caviar of imagination and will constitute, exclusively and philosophically, the terribly
demoralizing and terribly complicated result of my experiences and inventions in
painting.
For one thing is certain: I hate any form of simplicity whatsoever.

 

MY FORTIFICATIONS

It seems perfectly transparent to me that my enemies, my friends and the general public
allegedly do not understand the meaning of the images that arise and that I transcribe
into my paintings. How can anyone expect them to understand when I myself, the
“maker,” don’t understand my paintings either. The fact that I myself, at the moment of
painting, do not understand their meaning doesn’t imply that these paintings are
meaningless: on the contrary, their meaning is so deep, complex, coherent, and
involuntary that it eludes the simple analysis of logical intuition.
In order to reduce my paintings to the level of the vernacular and explain them, I should
have to submit them to special analyses, preferably of a scientific rigor and as
ambitiously objective as possible. After all, any explanation occurs a posteriori, once the
painting exists as a phenomenon.
My sole pictorial ambition is to materialize by means of the most imperialist rage of
precision the images of concrete irrationality. The world of imagination and the world of
concrete irrationality may be as objectively evident, consistent, durable, as persuasively,
cognoscitively, and communicably thick as the exterior world of phenomenal reality. The
important thing, however, is that which one wishes to communicate: the irrational
concrete subject. The pictorial means of expression are concentrated on the subject. The
illusionism of the most abjectly arriviste and irresistible mimetic art, the clever tricks of a
paralyzing foreshortening, the most analytically narrative and discredited academicism,
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can become sublime hierarchies of thought when combined with new exactness of
concrete irrationality as the images of concrete irrationality approach the phenomenal
Real, the corresponding means of
expression approach those of great realist painting — Velasquez and Vermeer de Delft —
to paint realistically in accordance with irrational thinking and the unknown imagination.
Instantaneous photography, in color and done by hand, of superfine, extravagant, extra-
plastic, extra-pictorial, unexplored, deceiving, hypernormal, feeble images of concrete
irrationality—images momentarily unexplainable and irreducible either by systems of
logical intuition or by rational mechanisms.
The images of concrete irrationality are thus authentically unknown images.
Surrealism, in its first period, offers specific methods for approaching the images of
concrete irrationality. These methods, based on the exclusively passive and receptive
role of the surrealist subject, are being liquidated to make way for new surrealist
methods of the systematic exploration of the irrational. The pure psychic automatism,
dreams, experimental oneirism, surrealist objects with symbolic functioning, the
ideography of instincts, phosphenomenal and hypnagogical irritation, etc., now occur per
se as nonevolutive processes.
Furthermore, the images obtained offer two serious inconveniences: (1) they cease being
unknown images, because by falling into the realm of psychoanalysis they are easily
reduced to current and logical speech albeit continuing to offer an uninterpretable
residue and a very vast and authentic margin of enigma, especially for the greater public;
(2) their essentially virtual and chimerical character no longer satisfies our desires or our
“principles of verification” first announced by Breton in his Discourse on the Smidgen of
Reality. Ever since, the frenzied images of Surrealism desperately tend toward their
tangible possibility, their objective and physical existence in reality. Only those people
who are unaware of this can still flounder about in the gross misunderstanding of the
“poetic escape,” and continue to believe our mysticism of the fantastic and our
fanaticism of the marvelous. I, for my part, believe that the era of inaccessible
mutilations, unrealizable bloodthirsty osmoses, flying visceral lacerations, hair-rocks,
catastrophic uprootings, is over as far as experimentation goes, although this era may
quite probably continue to constitute the exclusive iconography of a large period of
surrounding Surrealist painting. The new frenzied images of concrete irrationality tend
toward their real and physical “possibility”; they go beyond the domain of
psychoanalyzable “virtual” hallucinations and manifestations.
These images present the evolutive and productive character characteristic of the
systematic fact. Eluard’s and Breton’s attempts at simulation, Breton’s recent object-
poems, René Magritte’s latest pictures, the “method” of Picasso’s latest sculptures, the
theoretical and pictorial activity of Salvador Dali, etc .... prove the need of concrete
materialization in current reality, the moral and systematic condition to assert, objectively
and on the level of the Real, the frenzied unknown world of our rational experiences.
Contrary to dream memory, and the virtual and impossible images of purely receptive
states, “which one can only narrate,” it is the physical
facts of “objective” irrationality with which one can really hurt oneself. It was in 1929 that
Salvador Dali turned his attention to the internal mechanism of paranoid phenomena,
envisaging the possibility of an experimental method based on the power that dominates
the systematic associations peculiar to paranoia; subsequently this method was to
become the frenzied-critical synthesis that bears the name of “paranoid-critical activity.”
Paranoia: delirium of interpretative association involving a systematic structure—
paranoid-critical activity: spontaneous method of irrational knowledge based on the
interpretative-critical association of delirium phenomena. The presence of active and
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systematic elements peculiar to paranoia warrant the evolutive and productive character
proper to paranoid-critical activity. The presence of active and systematic elements does
not presuppose the idea of voluntarily directed thinking or of any intellectual
compromise whatsoever; for, as we all know, in paranoia, the active and systematic
structure is consubstantial with the delirium phenomenon itself—any delirium
phenomenon with a paranoid character, even an instantaneous and sudden one, already
involves the systematic structure “in full” and merely objectifies itself a posteriori by
means of critical intervention. Critical activity intervenes uniquely as a liquid revealer of
systematic images, associations, coherences, subtleties such as are earnest and already
in existence at the moment in which delirious instantaneity occurs and which, for the
moment to that degree of tangible reality, paranoid-critical activity permits to return to
objective light. Paranoid-critical activity is an organizing and productive force of
objective chance. Paranoid-critical activity does not consider surrealist images and
phenomena in isolation, but ia a whole coherent context of systematic and significant
relationships. Contrary to the passive, impartial, contemplative, and aesthetic attitude of
irrational phenomena, the active, systematic, organizing, cognoscitive attitude of these
same phenomena are regarded as associative, partial, and significant events, in the
authentic domain of our immediate and practical life-experience.
The main point is the systematic-interpretative organization of surrealist experimental
sensational material, scattered and narcissistic. In fact, the surrealists events during the
course of a day: nocturnal emissions, distorted memories, dreams, daydreaming, the
concrete transformation of the nighttime phosphene into a hypnagogical image or the
waking phosphene into an objective image, the nutritive whim, intrauterine claims,
anamorphic hysteria, deliberate retention of urine, involuntary retention of insomnia, the
chance image of exclusivist exhibitionism, an abortive act, a delirious address, regional
sneezing, the anal wheelbarrow, the minute error, Lilliputian malaise, the supernormal
physiological state, the painting one stops oneself from painting, the painting one does
paint, the territorial telephone call, the “upsetting image,” etc., etc., all this, I say, and a
thousand other instantaneous or successive concerns, revealing a minimum of irrational
intentionality, or, just the opposite, a minimum of suspect phenomenal nullity, are
associated, by the mechanisms of the precise apparatus of paranoid-critical activity, in
an indestructible
deliriointerpretative system of political problems, paralytical images, questions of a more
or less mammalian nature, playing the role of an obsessive idea.
Paranoid-critical activity organizes and objectifies exclusivistically the unlimited and
unknown possibilities of the systematic association of subjective and objective
phenomena presenting themselves to us as irrational concerns, to the exclusive
advantage of the obsessive idea. Paranoid-critical activity thus reveals new and objective
“meanings” of the irrational; it tangibly makes the very world of delirium pass to the level
of reality.
Paranoid phenomena: well-known images with a double figuration—the figuration can be
multiplied theoretically and practically-everything hinges on the paranoid capacity of the
author. The basis of associative mechanisms and the renewal of obsessive ideas
permits, as is the case in a recent painting of Salvador Dali’s, the presentation, in the
course of elaboration, of six simultaneous images none of which undergo the slightest
figurative transformation—an athlete’s torso, a lion’s head, a general’s head, a horse, the
bust of a shepherdess, a skull. Different spectators see different images in the same
painting; it goes without saying that the realization is scrupulously realistic. An example
of paranoid-critical activity: Salvador
Dali’s next book, The Tragic Myth of Millet’s “Angelus,” in which the method of paranoid-
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critical activity is applied to the delirium fact that constitutes the obsessional character of
Millet’s painting.
Art history must therefore be refurbished in accordance with the method of “paranoid-
critical activity”; according to this method, such apparently dissimilar paintings as
Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, Millet’s Angelus, Watteau’s Embarkation for Cythera actually
depict the very same subject matter, that is to say, exactly the same thing.

 

THE ABJECTION AND MISERY OF ABSTRACTION-CREATION

The flagrant lack of philosophic and general culture in the cheerful propellers of that
model of mental deficiency that calls itself abstract art, abstraction-creation,
nonfigurative art, etc., is one of the authentically sweetest things from the viewpoint of
the intellectual and “modern” desolation of our era. Retarded Kantians, sticky with their
scatological golden means, never stop wanting to offer us on the new optimism of their
shiny paper, this soup of abstract aesthetics, which in reality is even worse than those
colossally sordid warmed-up noodle soups of neo-Thomism, which even the most
convulsively famished cats wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole. If, as they claim, forms
and colors have their own aesthetic value beyond their “representational” value and their
anecdotal meaning, then bow could they resolve and explain the classical paranoid
image,with its double and simultaneous representation, which can easily offer a strictly
imitative image, ineffective from their point of view and yet, with no change, an image
that’s plastically valid and rich? Such is the case with that tiny ultra-anecdotal figurine of
a sprightly reclining pickaninny in the
style of Meissonier; the boy, if looked at vertically is merely the ultra-rich and even
plastically succulent shadow of a Pompeian nose—highly respectable on account of its
degree of abstraction-creation! The ingenious experiment of Picasso simply proves the
material conditional nature, the deifying and ineluctable nature, in regard to the physical
and geometric precisions of aesthetic systems, biological and frenetic systems of the
concrete object. Since I feel inspired to do so, permit me to speak to
you in verse:
The biological and 
dynastic phenomenon
that constitutes the Cubism
of
Picasso
was
the first great imaginative cannibalism
surpassing the experimental ambitions
of modern mathematical
physics.
Picasso’s life
will form the not yet understood
polemical basis
in accordance with which
physical psychology
will reopen
a gap of living flesh
and obscurity
in philosophy.
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For because
of the anarchic and systematic
materialist
thought
of
Picasso
we shall know physically
experimentally
and without the
“problematic” psychological innovations
with a Kantian flavor
of the “gestalt-ists”
all the misery
of
objects of conscience
localized and comfortable
with their cowardly atoms
the infinite and
diplomatic
sensations.
For the hypermaterialist thought
of Picasso
proves
that the cannibalism of the race
devours
“the intellectual species”
that
regional wine
soaks
the family fly
of the phenomenologist mathematics
of
the future
that there is such a thing as extra-psychological
“strict figures”
intermediary
between
the imaginative fat
and
the monetary idealisms
between
transfinite arithmetics
and sanguinary mathematics
between the “structural” entity
of an “obsessive sole”
and the conduct of living beings
in contact with the “obsessive sole”
for the sole in question
remains
totally exterior
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to the understanding
of
the
gestalt theory
since
this theory of the strict
figure
and structure
has no
physical means
allowing
the analysis
or even
the registering
of human behavior
with regard to
structures
and figures
objectively
manifest
as
physically delirious
for
there is no such
thing now
as far as I know
as a physics
of psychopathology
a physics of paranoia
which might be considered
simply
the experimental basis
of the coming
philosophy
of the
psychopathology
the coming
philosophy of “paranoid-critical” activity
which some day
I shall try to envisage polemically
If I have the time
and the inclination.

 

HERACLITUS’ TEARS

There exists a perpetual and synchronic physical materialization of the great semblances
of thought such as Heraclitus meant when he intelligently wept his heart out at the self-
modesty of nature.
The Greeks realized it in their statues of psychological gods, a transformation of the
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obscure and turbulent passions of man into a clear, analytical, and carnal anatomy.
Today, physics is the new geometry of thought; and, while for the Greeks, space such as
Euclid understood it was merely an extremely distant abstraction inaccessible to the
timid “three-dimensional continuum” that Descartes was to proclaim later on, nowadays
space has, as you know, become a terribly material, terribly personal, and terribly
meaningful physical object that squeezes us all like real blackheads.
Whereas the Greeks, as I have said above, materialized their Euclidean psychology and
feelings in the nostalgic and divine muscular clarity of their sculptors, Salvador Dali,
faced in 1935 with the anguishing and colossal problem of Einsteinian space-time, is not
content with anthropomorphism, libidinous arithmetic, or flesh: instead, be makes
cheese. Take my word for it, Salvador Dali’s
famous melted watches are nothing but tender paranoid-critical Camembert, the
extravagant and solitary Camembert of time and space.
In conclusion, I must beg your pardon, before the authentic famine that I assume honors
my readers, for having begun this theoretical meal, which one might have hoped to be
wild and cannibalistic, with the civilized imponderable factor of caviar and finishing it
with the even headier and deliquescent imponderable of Camembert. Don’t let yourself be
taken in: these two superfine semblances of the imponderable conceal a finer, well-
known, sanguinary, and irrational grilled cutlet that will eat all of us up.

 

 

The Conquest of the Irrational is one of many manifestos written by Salvador Dali. This version has been
translated from French by Joachim Neugroschel.
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What are we looking at?

Revisiting Superstudio’s Continuous Monument

Most people involved within the architectural field will be aware (at least by sight) of the series of collages that
have come to define the 70ʹs Italian radical collective “Superstudio” and their seminal project, the Continuous
Monument. The project has come to be defined in popular architectural imagination as the seductive set of
images of a long icy-cold snake with a stereometry heightened by an elementary support, that was an instant
success precisely because it was utterly beautiful, utterly neutral and everyone could see their ideas reflected in
it.[2]

Strikingly sublime[3] , highly seductive and visually pleasing[4], the most perfect, most juicy, most professional
graphics to emerge from any of the ‘groups’ up to 1973[5]. These images have become so ingrained in the
canonical architectural vocabulary that they are commonly cited both in lectures and history books, referenced
in several high profile projects[6] as revolutionary images which articulated the voice of a younger generation
of architects that was beginning to question the established rules.

Although it received widespread publication during the 1970’s, in a theoretical and critical sense the project
was at best scarcely taken into account and at worst entirely ignored.[7] Perhaps due to its ambiguous nature,
further confused by the convoluted written explanations of the Superstudio group, or perhaps due to a sense of
disillusionment regarding the dominance of Modernist architecture, Superstudio, the project (and the movement
of Architettura Radicale in general) was studiously avoided by [Manfredo] Tafuri, placed in the Late Modern
category by [Charles] Jencks, ignored by the Americans and the international glossies.[8]

Contemporary criticism of the group, is frequently incapable of articulating the ambiguous character of the
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project.[10] Yet the rediscovery of the earlier Italian radicals is important for the younger generation… but
many clichés of the movement have arisen from romanticising and distorting its radicalism…[11] Renewed
interest in the ‘radical’ period of the late 1960’s with several high profile exhibitions and publications[12]
suggests a fresh critical analysis of the Continuous Monument, as one of the key projects of the period, is
warranted.

 

 

Grids
 

In the early part of this century there began to appear, first in France and then in Russia and in Holland, a
structure that has remained emblematic of the modernist ambition within the visual arts ever since. Surfacing in
pre-War cubist painting and subsequently becoming ever more stringent and manifest, the grid announces,
among other things, modern art’s will to silence, its hostility to literature, to narrative, to discourse.[13]

In almost every rendering of the Continuous Monument the surface of the superimposed form is covered in a
grid. Extending to the horizon and beyond the limits of the drawing, the grid provides a perspectival framework
which places the monument immutably within the context of the landscape depicted. In order to maintain a
realistic sense of perspective within the renderings, each grid varies according to the angle of the background
photo taken; each image of the Continuous Monument is therefore drawn site specifically regardless of the
apparent uniformity of the series. This grid becomes part of the landscape, establishing its presence over it, at
once alien and imposed yet beyond human agency – pure and unchangeable, creating objects which will last,
hard and immobile, shining and simple, and at the same time complex and ambiguous, because [they are] built
of the materials of memory.[14]

Whilst the perspective of the grid seals the monument in its respective landscape, the geometrical severity often
contrasts with the natural backdrops it is set against. The grid becomes a symbol of the alien inserted into a
familiar landscape, flattened, geometricized, ordered, it is antinatural, antimimetic, antireal…[15] and  its
presence serves to silence any visual discourse between the monument and its environmental context. This
purity and severity can be understood as a gesture of finality, a call towards an exalted architectural end-state.

The absolute stasis of the grid, its lack of hierarchy, of centre, of inflection, emphasizes not only its anti-
referential character, but – more importantly – its hostility to narrative.[16]

The geometrical perfection of the grid cannot be dissected by the viewer into any constituent components,
allied to any cultural events or social norms; it is alien and uncommunicative. It presents a homogenous surface
which resists interpretation and classification, it is lifeless, unprovocative, neutral. Architecture’s immutability
and ubiquity is presented as a lifeless form which refuses to be categorised or critiqued in its detached state
from social reality.

The grid also enforces the sense of the monument’s dominance; it defines the field of monumental vision. As
part of a series of nine drawings, the grid becomes a connective visual element between the series, applying its
reductive logic throughout the drawings, and symbolically in the project, throughout the world. Often extending
off the page of the drawing, the grid suggests within the individual image a sense of inescapable continuity
implying a totalitarian architectural power. It enhances the severity of the monument’s platonic forms
exaggerating its geometric rigour, and as the sole animating element of the facade it reinforces a powerful and
binding order of regularity, certainty and uniformity.

The grid then, fulfils two seemingly contradictory roles. On one hand it creates the stasis that negates any
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interaction or interpretative deviance with the viewer. Its geometric perfection alienates it from its surrounding
context; its ubiquity and extension throughout the series of images implies a vision of an oppressive crushing
architectural totality. However, the grid’s tracing of a perspectival framework across the surface of the
monument suggests a degree of contextual specificity. The grid is explicitly complicit to the physical rules of
the surrounding landscape, suggesting that the monument might not be a totally alien construction, and is
clearly intended to be understood within the reality of its surrounding context; it does not exist in the isolation
belied by its stark representation. Through its formal perfection the grid also creates the condition whereby the
monument can exist in its final state. The inherent opposition of the grid to change or doubt, alludes to a
timeless serenity as well as totalitarian megalomania. The monument rests calmly, immovable in the landscape,
unchangeable and perfect. The monument which as a presence exerts both an attractive and a repelling
force[17] does so because it represents a perfect architecture as much as a horrific one, Looking for the Zen-like
essence of architecture, they returned to what they considered its most basic form, the square. Simple and
consequently innocent, it was not open to misuse or misrepresentation. The square block was seen as the first
and ultimate act of architecture.[18]

Although Superstudio claimed that the use of the square block was not open to misrepresentation, it seems that
the grid, as a three dimensional array of these square blocks, represents two opposing ideologies which allow
the images to be interpreted as both a terrifying architectural nightmare full of latent oppression, yet strangely
sublime, serene and alluring in its presence.

 

Glass
Glass architecture assumes the characteristics of a revolutionary surface for a new subjectivity – an austere
and slick surface on which it is hard to leave traces, accumulate commodities, or form habits. It becomes a
metaphor, perhaps an instrument for… the possibility of beginning again at the beginning, as a potential of the
catastrophic yet cleansing devastation of something like war.[19]

Every drawing of the Continuous Monument is rendered so as to make the monument seem to be completely
clad in glass. Faintly transparent, or opaque and milky, the silvery bluish tones, sometimes airbrushed,
sometimes coloured by pencil still achieve the same visual effect. Walter Benjamin, writing on the pioneering
use of glass in construction by the Modernist architectural avant-garde of the 1920’s, was thoroughly taken by
the transformative power of this building material to purge and cleanse society through its architectural
application. Living in a glass house would be a revolutionary virtue par excellence… an intoxication, a moral
exhibitionism, that we badly need.[20] He understood the use of glass as a symbol for a radically destructive
advancement in architecture which would become the signifier of a more transparent, and less divided society
to come, linking spatial interpenetration and transparency with the openness and flexibility that are
characteristic of a new society.[21] Glass architecture was eulogized as the crystalline expression of man’s
noblest thoughts[22] and praised by members of the modernist avant-garde as light, open, clean and above all,
temporary.[23] Superstudio’s choice of glass as the monument’s primary visual element becomes part of an
architectural heritage dating back to the founding of the Modernist movement.

An immediate contrast exists however with the monument’s portrayal of glass and the view taken by Benjamin.
Although every image is suggestive of a glass-clad monument, there is no hint as to its interior. Benjamin’s
commentary on the purifying property of transparency is not borne out by a form which although seemingly
covered in a transparent facade, in fact hides behind a veil of secrecy. Full of apparent promise of ‘openness
and flexibility’, the monument is in fact closed and secretive, more akin to the rigid social structures Benjamin
had hoped this radical architecture would overcome.

The implication of the use of glass is therefore to refute Benjamin’s idealistic belief in materiality via a satirical
play on the modernist architectural ambition. Superstudio seem to suggest, through their perversion of
Benjamin’s revolutionary material that the early Modernist promises have not come true, and what we are left
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with is an architecture that bears all the revolutionary visual trappings and aesthetics, but remains socio-
politically unchanged and unfulfilled.

Things that are made of glass have no ‘aura’. Glass is the enemy par excellence of secrecy. It is also the enemy
of property.[24] In many images of the Continuous Monument, the glass facade is rendered so as to subtly
reflect the surrounding environment, making the monument seem like a faint mirror of its surroundings. These
reflections establish a relationship between the monument and its surrounding context, deflecting attention from
the monument’s form and presence as the primary focus of the image. Instead the monument can be understood
as a medium through which to view the surrounding context, becoming Superstudio’s critical lens. The extent
of the uniform glass facade transforms this materialist ‘lack of aura’ into an immense plane of emptiness, which
provides the anonymity and lack of deviance required for the perfect mirror through which to reflect society.
This mirror effect is restricted to the facade, irrespective of the totality of the monumental form. However, the
social critique is only drawn into play as the viewer juxtaposes the faint reflections alongside the ruthlessly
overbearing mass, transporting any of its negative associations to the surrounding social context as co-author.
The suggestion is that monument would not exist were is not for the social structure supporting it.

The ephemeral visual quality of the monument’s glass skin suggests that it might not be physically real, but its
critical position depicts a state of social relationships that exists immaterially, outside the image. There is
therefore a duality of innocence and threat within the image. The monument represents both an architectural
fantasy, and its critical reality.

In this sense, the use of glass is much closer to Benjamin’s analysis. As a reflective material it carries heroic
and transformative connotations through its critical social exposure, acting as a cleansing agent by casting light
on the social structure which has given rise to the monument’s existence. Glass is presented as an ambiguous
material, heroic and transformative in one sense, yet rigid and impenetrable in the other.

 

Monumentality
Having to mould large masses according to a general rule dominated by multiplicity, the general case and the
law emphasized and made evident, while the exception is put aside, the nuance is cancelled. What reigns is
measure, which constrains chaos to be form; logical, univocal, mathematical form.[25]

Superstudio’s portrayal of the monumental and totalizing potential of architecture is often interpreted as a
critique of the Modernist movement’s utopian architectural ambitions. As a monumental entity deployed to
express concepts that are the opposite of their literal meaning, representing an ironic rhetorical form[26] , they
interpret the homogenizing effect of the International Style as a stifling of the human will, preferring to reject
the notion of design altogether. By evading the traditional tasks of the architect, Superstudio hoped to evade
[the] everyday dreariness” of a modern architecture “always without surprises and without hope.[27]

Giedion, Sert and Leger once eulogized the role of the monument declaring that monuments are human
landmarks, which men have created for their ideals, for their aims, and for their actions[28], however, to
Superstudio, the representation of monumentality visually enacted a collective failure of these ideals in relation
to the capitalist system which denied their fulfilment. If design is merely an inducement to consume, then we
must reject design, if architecture is merely the codifying of the bourgeois models of ownership and society, then
we must reject architecture… We can live without architecture… Architecture is one of the superstructures of
power.[29] This rejection of the power and utility of architecture seems to lie at the heart of Superstudio’s
philosophical position yet it is only manifested visually in its opposite ironic form, monumentality. It is through
this cloak of monumentality that the project maintains its polemical influence. The pervasiveness and sense of
inescapability, which are direct results of monumental form and presence, are essential components of the
social critique which other elements within the image need to align to. The role of the grid or of glass for
example, could not be understood in the same manner without the notion of the monument’s totality and
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ubiquity.

The monument’s scale relative to its surrounding context distinguishes it and brings it to the fore of the image;
its size is almost wholly responsible for the atmosphere of latent oppression its presence creates. However, its
size also defines the mute silence of the monument as it is simply impossible to animate its entire mass with
intention. Its vastness exhausts architecture’s compulsive need to decide and determine.[30] The use of
monumental form creates a state where the monument cannot be animated precisely because of its
monumentality. The monument exists as a formal entity in the image, but through its absolute rejection of
human influence, does not exist as architecture. It is an alien presence whose authorship and intent remains
completely unknown.

Rem Koolhaas’ essay on ‘Bigness’ puts the issue succinctly as, Where there is nothing, everything is possible.
Where there is architecture, nothing (else) is possible.[31] The monument cannot be considered a total
architecture since its negation of social interaction and influence, coupled with its ‘render-deep’ presentation,
hardly form a convincing proposal. However, the monument is more than a void cut into the social fabric, as its
endless planes form a new species of emptiness arrived at through conflict and destruction; a new tabula rasa
from which it will be possible to ‘begin again at the beginning’. These two opposing poles form the boundaries
within which the pendulum of personal interpretation can swing.

Commenting on the monumentality of the Berlin wall[32], Koolhaas says it was clearly about communication,
semantic maybe, but its meaning changed almost daily, sometimes by the hour. I would never again believe in
form as the primary vessel of meaning.[33] This rejection of the primacy of form and the allusion to a
continuously shifting interpretation forms a neat critical summation of the Continuous Monument. Depending
on the balance of view, the monument represents a swing towards total architecture, or total emptiness.

 

Utopia
Where do you think you’ll end up by taking the Utopian Road? Do you really believe that this is the way out of
the mistakes and the misery that surrounds us? Have you forgotten that this road is as long as the existence of
man and that no one has ever found a resting place along it? Can’t you see that it is illuminated by a false light;
that the footsteps you can hear advancing are the sounds of dreams; that the lakes you can see from it are a
mirage, a shimmering fata morgana provoked by the blinding sun?[34]

The Continuous Monument is often categorised as a utopian project with the implication of a positive vision
being offered, yet Superstudio repeatedly insist that their project represents a negative utopia; merely a vehicle
to carry the group’s critique. We put forward negative utopias, forewarning images of the horrors which
architecture was laying in store for us with its scientific methods for the perpetuation of existing models.[35]
Naturally there were those who could not see beyond the metaphors and treated everything as yet another
utopian proposition. Too bad for them.[36]

There is something to be said however, for the notion of the monument as one of the first elements of a positive
vision being offered. The reduction and destruction of architecture whilst manifestly negative in its critique and
implication also provides the grounds for a new beginning according to Benjamin.

These negative utopias are acts of destruction that bring about an endpoint of architectural significance[37] by
exaggerating and warping its presence and influence. These acts of destruction can be seen in a Benjaminian
light in their potential for the removal of established values to lead to new and improved social constructs. His
comments seem to reflect Superstudio’s ambitions in their struggle against capitalist architecture. This
‘monstrous unfolding of technology’ with its capacity to destroy entire cities and erase all traces of the past, has
brought to mankind ‘a wholly new impoverishment’, a kind of barbarism whose destructiveness had a positive
moment, eliminating ‘the dreadful mishmash of styles and worldviews in the last century’ to create a tabula
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rasa on which humanity is once more free of ‘human experience in general’, able to begin living again at the
beginning.[38] The act of destruction is interpreted by Benjamin as an uncomfortable utopian proposition. The
process involves a degree of barbarism which may be unpleasant; however its ultimate goal is to establish a
point from which to embark on a new social beginning. The monument’s destructive character manifests itself
as a horrific dystopian proposition; however, its implication as a tabula rasa suggests a more positive utopian
outlook for architecture.  Superstudio… were working and designing for another society, utopia, a different
society that didn’t exist.[39] They present utopia as a conceptual framework for critical debate… In so doing
they deconstruct the modern type of utopia – and replace it with their own: utopia as a tool for critical
reflection.[40] The denial of the utopian element within the project does not reflect this positive aspect of its
dual nature. When considered alongside Benjamin’s notion of destruction, the monument can lay claim to be
seen within the avant-garde history of heroic projects aiming to expose pretence and illusions, which are
according to Benjamin the real aim of those who have the concern of ‘true humanity’ at heart.[41]

The monument is described as a purely figurative and symbolic project by the Superstudio group, We never for
a moment thought of a future in little squares, of a world all beauty and reason.[42] Its strength seems to lie in
its ability to capture and manipulate a critical atmosphere within a tangible reality – the images are symbolic
but the message is real. By consciously moving away from the realism of the image, Superstudio begin to
distance themselves from the social relationships that give rise to their polemical proposition. The rigour with
which they pursued their solution towards architectural reduction is undermined by its symbolic status. If it
isn’t necessary to live in little squares, is it also necessary to destroy architecture? Symbolism undermines the
seriousness of the projects intention and conception. In their own words, their involvement was manifestly
didactic: to analyze and annihilate the discipline of architecture by using ‘popular’ means of illustration and
consumer literature[43], however – the reluctance of the critique to slip beyond the realm of the image and into
the real world, represented by the project’s ‘symbolic’ status, remains a quite unsatisfactory conclusion to an
extremely radical position. This lack of seriousness of intention within the critique attracted criticism from the
left for being overly focussed on style and short on action. Manfredo Tafuri, the Marxist architectural critic in
particular was scathing of what he perceived to be a charade of shameless political stunts with no substantive
agenda, a project solely interested in its self-promotion and stylistic perpetuation than in real revolutionary anti-
capitalist activity.[44]

The notion of utopia is perhaps the most difficult element to unlock within the project. Despite Superstudio’s
denial of the positive utopian vision, the monument’s destructive character and endless plane of emptiness
represent a tabula rasa which is undoubtedly hopeful. This positive vision is not necessarily indicative of any
form of universal solution. Adolfo Natalini has been clear that In architecture, critical activity has always been
connected with the concept of utopia; utopia is not an alternative model: it puts forward unresolved problems
(not ‘problem-solving’ but ‘problem-finding’).[45]

However, the project’s inability to move beyond the symbolic questions the integrity of the critique
underpinning it. The project seems to offer great potential and social insight through its possible interpretations,
but its deciphering is left to the viewer. Its presentation solely as an image leaves it firmly within the disposable
world of the poster image or the record sleeve and perhaps does not sufficiently interrogate the deep conceptual
conclusions it generates.

 

Ambiguity
Throughout this analysis, the issue of ambiguity has been a key recurring feature. Almost every element in the
project’s depiction can be construed in one of two distinct manners. This dichotomy of interpretation is
pervasive throughout the entire project, both in its visual representation and its theoretical underpinning.

Superstudio’s political position manifests itself in its entirety within the single image. Their rejection of design
and architectural hegemony are linked to the resultant manifestation of the monument in both a positive and
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negative way. The project is more than a socio-architectural critique since it symbolizes the rejection and
nullification of architecture as much as its horrific persona; it is a vision of architectural death whilst
simultaneously being a tabula rasa of hope from which a new conception of humanity can rise again.

We are given a hint as to the inhabitation of the monument via a series of drawings under a later project entitled
Supersurface. In these renderings people are seen inhabiting a surface which affords them a blank start from
which to live their lives, a situationist unitary urbanism with inhabitants endlessly drifting from event to event.
The Continuous Monument represents a moment when the radical procedure of destruction and progressive
reduction of the architectural object culminated [46]. This culmination suggests the existence of a utopian
outcome within the project which runs contrary to the statements of the architects.

In a guttural and visually physical sense the ambiguity in interpretation seems to manifest itself in a quite
uncanny simultaneous sense of serene beauty and quiet terror. Contemplating the monument we perceive an
impossible, unalterable image, whose static perfection moves the world through the love of itself that it
creates[47] contrasting with the harshness, the shock, the obvious insanity – but at the same time the incredible
eloquence[48] of the vision.

The Continuous Monument is a project that resists classification and criticism through its theoretical and
representational ambiguity. It exists in two worlds simultaneously, both as a critique and satire as well as the
first tentative step of a utopian vision. This dichotomy between the images of hell and utopia, negativity and
positivity, is what generates the ambiguity within the project and also within the image. This inherent
ambiguity, which makes the project resist interrogation, may also explain its high regard in architectural circles.
The iconic status of Superstudio’s imagery may owe more to the fact that it does not represent a fixed
ideological position and so can never be comprehensively categorised. The images do not attempt to prescribe a
future conception of architecture; they are a visual dialectic which show both sides equally through their
ambiguity, they are no longer a scaled-down anticipation of reality, but an already realized discourse.[49] As
Superstudio member Piero Frasinelli commented, the Continuous Monument was a success precisely because it
was utterly beautiful, utterly neutral and everyone could see their ideas reflected in it.[50]
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Vice Versa (magazine)
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Vice Versa (1947–1948), subtitled "America's Gayest
Magazine", is the earliest known U.S. periodical published
especially for lesbians,[1] as well as the earliest extant
example of the lesbian and gay press in that country.[2]

History

Vice Versa was the project of Lisa Ben (an anagram of
"lesbian"), a secretary at RKO Studios in Los Angeles.[3][4]

By her own account, Ben had "a lot of time to herself" at
work[5] and, starting in June 1947, "twice each month typed
out five carbons and one original of Vice Versa.[1] She
recalled being told by her boss that he didn't care what she
was typing, but he wanted her to "look busy" so people at the
studio would think he was important.[6]

She described the intention of the magazine being to create "a
medium through which we may express our thoughts, our
emotions, our opinions- as long as material was 'within the
bounds of good taste'".[1]

The nine issues of Vice Versa created by Lisa Ben "combined
a unique editorial mix and a highly personal style"[7] and
opened up a forum for lesbians to communicate with each
other via readers' letters, personal essays, short fiction and
poetry.[4] The first issue was 15 pages long; subsequent
issues ranged from 9 to 20 pages.[8]

In Unspeakable, his history of the gay and lesbian press in
the United States, journalist and historian Rodger Streitmatter
noted that Vice Versa "contained no bylines, no photographs,
no advertisements, no masthead and neither the name or
address of its editor... yet it set the agenda that has defined
lesbian and gay journalism for 50 years."[7] As examples of the 'defining qualities' of the magazine, Jim Kepner,
founder and curator of the International Gay and Lesbian Archives cites Vice Versa's mix of editorials, short
stories, poetry, book and film reviews and a letters column as setting "the pattern that hundreds [of gay and
lesbian magazines] have followed".[9]

The publication was free and Ben initially mailed three copies to friends and distributed the rest by hand,
encouraging her readers to pass their copies along to friends rather than throwing them away.[10] Ben believes
that several dozen people read each copy. Although scrupulous about avoiding material that could be considered
"dirty" or risqué, she stopped mailing copies after a friend advised her that she could be arrested for sending
obscene material through the mail. Publications addressing homosexuality were automatically deemed obscene
under the Comstock Act until 1958.[11]

Ben eventually left her job at RKO and publication of the magazine ceased in 1948.[4]
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The editor expressed the hope that "perhaps Vice Versa might be the forerunner of better magazines dedicated to
the third sex, which, in some future time, might take their rightful place on the newsstands beside other
publications, to be available openly and without restriction."[12]

See also

Lesbian literature
List of lesbian periodicals
Society for Human Rights, publisher of Friendship and Freedom, the earliest known gay publication in
the United States (although no copies are known to survive)
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Listening to the City
by David Suisman 

Tony Schwartz was arguably the second greatest sound recordist in American history. The only 
person more important was Alan Lomax, and in some respects they resembled each other. 
Schwartz and Lomax were both great humanists, and both, as the saying goes, had “big ears”: 
they were able to find value and meaning in an unusually broad range of sounds. Both lived long 
lives, too—Lomax died at the age of 87 in 2002, Schwartz at the age of 84 in 2008. And during 
those long lives, both recorded extensively—indefatigably, even—such that both amassed 
enormous personal archives, and both of those archives now reside in the Library of Congress. 
The Lomax collection contains some 6,400 sound recordings; the Schwartz collection, which is 
still being catalogued, contains in the neighborhood of 30,000. Both men were practitioners cum 
theorists. And both, in their politics, were radical pluralists and, in different ways, 
internationalists. 

In other respects, however, Schwartz was not Lomax’s twin but his opposite. Whereas Lomax 
did most of his recording in rural areas, Schwartz’s milieu was New York City. Whereas Lomax 
roamed the world, Schwartz suffered from agoraphobia and found it difficult to venture outside 
his own Manhattan neighborhood, on the west side of Midtown. Whereas Lomax explored the
world of music, Schwartz, it might be said, was more interested in sound and media. Whereas 
Lomax dedicated nearly all of his professional life to working as a folklorist and sound collector, 
for Schwartz, sound recording was an avocation, a labor of lifelong love, which he explicitly 
refused to make his livelihood, for fear that doing so would corrupt the kinds of sounds he would 
record. Professionally, Schwartz worked as an advertising consultant and media theorist. He 
designed Lyndon Johnson’s notorious “Daisy” commercial in 1964 and racked up a long list of 
achievements in commercial and political advertising besides. As a media theorist, he broke new 
ground with ideas about affect and the relationship between aural and visual perception. Lomax’s 
impulses were atavistic; he longed for music untouched by modernity. Schwartz was a 
modernist; Marshall McLuhan called him “the guru of the electronic age.” If that’s not enough, 
Schwartz also did sound design for Broadway plays and for an Academy Award-winning film, 
Frank Film, in the 1970s. 

Schwartz bought his first sound recorder, a Webster, in 1945, and immediately began making 
amateur, informal recordings. Soon, he modified his apparatus so that it could be powered by a 
portable battery, thereby rigging up what may have been the world’s first portable tape recorder. 
In the years that followed, Schwartz came to develop a technique for using tape recorders similar 
to that of a skilled photographer. He carried a small recorder with him wherever he went and had 
the sensibility to use it, either overtly or covertly, at any moment. In his estimation, he could 
begin recording within fifteen seconds of becoming aware of a situation, and indeed, he snapped 
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on his recorder at moments such as when a taxi in which he rode got in a traffic accident; when a 
fire broke out in his apartment building; and during a bank robbery in his neighborhood bank. 
(This last recording, alas, consisted mainly of a heavy pall of silence and the bank’s Muzak 
system playing in the background.) 

To convey, even hastily, the breadth and character of his sound recording work is not easy. 
Today, he is best known for the eleven records he released on the Folkways label in the 1950s 
and 60s, and one on Columbia. The first, from 1954, was New York 19, featuring an eclectic 
variety of recordings all made within Schwartz’s midtown postal code (today, the zip codes 
10036 and 10019). In the first cut on the record, he explained his rationale for doing the kind of 
recording that he did: 

In subsequent years, other records followed, such as 1, 2, 3 and a Zing Zing Zing: Street Games 
and Songs of the Children of New York City; Nueva York, described as a “tape documentary of 
Puerto Rican New Yorkers”; World in My Mail Box, consisting of recordings people sent him 
from around the world; A Dog’s Life, a humorous documentary in which Schwartz adopts a dog 
and gets a crash course in New York dog culture; and Music in the Streets, featuring street 
musicians, Washington Square folkies, religious worshippers, parade goers, and a range of other 
street sounds, such as the cries of sidewalk pitchmen, whose sonority Schwartz sought to 
celebrate. The record that came out on Columbia was The New York Taxi Driver, consisting of 
stories and pearls of wisdom from in-cab interviews. In 1959, this record reached the Top Five 
on the Billboard charts (in the category of “Documentary or Spoken Word Other Than 
Comedy.”) According to an article by Nat Hentoff the same year, Schwartz had numerous other 
albums in the offing too, including “an album on the folklore of food, involving sound 
expeditions to foreign restaurants; a study of a pawnshop and its clients; a survey of 
superstitions; an investigation of what children think of their teachers; and an album of people’s 
reactions to radio and television.” Sadly, none of these ever appeared.

But there were other outlets for his work and other projects too. At one point, he received a grant 
for nearly $100,000 from the National Endowment for the Arts to work with a group of high 
school students to capture the sounds of Eighty-Sixth Street, from river to river, over an entire 
year. Meanwhile, he remained just as enthusiastic about sharing his recordings as he was about 
accumulating them. For twenty-six years, from 1946 to 1972, he did a short weekly radio 
program on WNYC, and for six years, he presented his sounds on Saturday nights at a midtown 
nightclub called the Baq Room, which was financed in part by Tennessee Williams and Marlon 
Brando and, for a time, was an A-list celebrity hot spot. On other occasions, he gave programs at 
the Museum of Modern Art, Town Hall, and the New York Jewish Guild for the Blind. In other 
words, for all the recording he did, Schwartz was not a fetishizer or a hoarder; he worked with 
his recordings creatively and actively and shared them with others as widely as he could. 

If Schwartz was thinking about sound in novel ways in the postwar period, he was not altogether 
alone in doing so. His work emerged alongside Emory Cook’s high-fidelity recordings of trains 
and storms, issued on his eponymous Cook label, and the recordings of Moses Asch’s Folkways 
label, issuing not just music and spoken-word records (including Schwartz’s) but also the sounds 
of frogs and fish and insects, the sounds of the office and of the junkyard, and sounds of the 
ionosphere and of outer space. His work also bore an affinity with that of John Cage, particularly 
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the latter’s Imaginary Landscape pieces and 4’33”; with the musique concrète experiments of 
Pierre Schaeffer; with the tape compositions of Karlheinz Stockhausen; and a few years later, 
with the BBC Radio Ballads, by Ewan MacColl, Peggy Seeger, and Charles Parker. 

Schwartz understood sound above all as a means of expression and communication. As a result, 
aurality was generally his underlying concern, not acoustics—that is, sound as it related to 
hearing was what interested him most, not sound in its manifest physical properties. When he 
was a teenager, Schwartz had taken up ham radio as a hobby, but had tired of it quickly, as he 
discovered that most ham enthusiasts were more interested in the technology than 
communication. “When I spoke to someone in Africa, Texas, or Australia,” he recalled, “they 
would ask about the equipment I was using or the quality of the signal being received. I would 
ask about the work they did, the food they ate, the local folk songs, and … what life was like in 
their part of the world.” Years later, the artist Ben Shahn said of him, “Above all, [Tony] loves 
people... Even mechanical sounds become intensely human when Tony picks them out.”1

Heard from the year 2013, what stands out about Schwartz’s work is his little-recognized 
iconoclasm, his polite radicalism. In an era of mass suburbanization, Schwartz celebrated the 
city—a kindred spirit of urbanist Jane Jacobs and photographer Helen Levitt. In a time of great 
conformity, Schwartz vaunted eccentricity, befriending and championing musicians such as 
Moondog, the blind street musician and composer known as the “Viking of Sixth Avenue.” 
Schwartz listened to the city with a benevolent catholicity. In an age of powerful normative 
Americanness, Schwartz embraced accents and foreign languages. Indeed, in much of his work, 
he both called attention to and disturbed the social and cultural boundaries that were becoming, 
in the postwar years, increasingly reified. And in a changing media environment, Schwartz 
offered a sonic counterpoint to the ascendance of television. Or to put it in Marshall McLuhan’s 
language, which would later become profoundly important for Schwartz, as public 
communication was increasingly influenced by the “hotness” of television, Schwartz’s 
experimentalism signified a rebirth of the “cool.”

David Suisman is the author of Selling Sounds: The Commercial Revolution in American Music 
and co-editor of Sound in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. He is associate professor of 
history at the University of Delaware and an occasional DJ at freeform radio station WFMU. He 
lives in Philadelphia. 

Endnotes:

1 Liner notes, You're Stepping on My Shadow, Folkways 5582, 1962. 
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Normal life cannot sustain revolutionary 
attitudes for long.  
-Milovan Djilas.
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From: Helguera, Pablo. “Transpedagogy: Contemporary Art and the Vehicles of Education," a panel discussion curated by Pablo Helguera and
presented at MoMA in May 15, 2009, was the starting point for the conversation that follows.

Unpublished.

 

Transpedagogy: Contemporary Art and the Vehicles of Education

with Pablo Helguera

 

Many art projects that incorporate pedagogy as a medium seem to be a reaction / response to institutionalized education - particularly

museum education- functioning as a sort of institutionalized critique. Do you agree with this statement? And if so, what are the concrete

aspects of educational methodologies that are being critiqued?

 

In my case, with the project Arte de Conducta, I approached Education as a material that functions in the frame of and as a political space. I was
not so interested on the specific area of museum education but more on the political significance of the medium itself and its dynamic in the
society at large. The way in which I worked on it was by dealing with the relationship between art and politics and setting up a possible place to
create a conversation about it. I worked on learning as the visible expression of an experience. I did not use the belief in the process of learning
as a passing of general concepts of knowledge or references but in the construction of the learning as a result of a reflexive experience. In our
case that was done through the creation of artworks that generated those discussions. It was more a system in which one was putting into practice
(with all the rules involved on that commitment) tools that were supposed to be used on their symbolic capacity. I never forgot that we were
dealing with education as a political tool. Education was the methodology and the subject but the goal was never to change education but to seek
political results through it. It was a strategy where I took the tool of power to create power. Now that the project is finished, I could say that its
manifestation was the creation of a school for pol itical art. The main element I was criticizing in terms of education was the pretended transition
(paralleling the proto-capitalism in Cuba) affecting the social role of art, one that was comfortably assuming a complicit and servile collaboration
between the power structure and the artist. I always hoped for the work not to become education as a mere reference to a form, that is something
I'm a bit worried about due to the recent flourish of education-related art projects. Education can't only be seeing as a series of sensible
combinations but as a way to change or at least be a reference a point of view on someone's life for a long time.

 

If there is anything I'm working on in terms of education is the desire to explore the affect of a concept: Revolution.

 

In my case I'm not so interested on art - as - education but on education as art. I'm interested to explore the ways in which things become artistic.
I'm interested on seeing what makes a moment art, a moment that comes from the realm of the political.

 

Political art always assumes its educational side because it wants a result.

 

Educative was also the desire to create a context for the work and its set of rul es to be experienced.

 

What is to be learned by institutions from artist-instigated pedagogical projects?

 

Art, as well as education, works in context and it is time and information sensitive. Once an institution is ready to "learn" from an artist-
instigated pedagogical project it means that the capacity of that project to challenge has expired. Instead of trying to learn from artistic-generated
pedagogical projects, which mostly mean copying a model and not adapting its intentions, the institution should prepare itself to be part of the

EVENTS WORKS GLOSSARY TEXTS BLOG MANIFESTOS CONTACT

Essays Reviews Interviews Writings Books
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creation of space and time for critique (self-critique in some cases) and propose to build moments instead. Some institutions simply can't do any
of it because they are mainly focused on not threatening the generation and justification for their expenses that is often based on a stable and
popular sense of prestige due to a constructed idea of success that, so far, do not entails self-criticism or doubt. That as well as the need from the
part of the institution to have and discuss pre-defined satisfactory (for the institution) concrete visible results (truths) to be executed as promised
before the project starts, are for me the main struggles when an artist is commissioned to work with the institution on such proposals.

 

In order to do so, the institution should become an audience as well and lose its powerful role as specialist and never forget that education is a
political tool, so maybe the discussion should not be about what form the artist will provide the institution with but what political discussion they
are entering into by doing so. Education is about ideological formation, about the construction of a model to process issues, it is about the ethic
of knowledge. Are museums interested in the relationship between ethics and desire? Are museums interested in creating a system by which
people analyze while doing? Are the museums interested on this or just on using such tool to generate more prestige? Or is education just used to
transfer information on specific art works instead of creating a sense of creativity in the receptor?

 

What is to be learned (if anything) by the art practice from the way in which pedagogical methodologies understand its audiences and

studies their responses?

 

That audience is not a mere accident but its raison d'être. 

 

That knowledge and its affect have expiration dates. 

 

The time needed for a social transformation.

 

That creativity is not the goal but a tool.

 

That utopia is an accessible phase of reality not its fatality.

 

That everybody wants to understand.

 

Conventional pedagogy has set goals and parameters towards its audience. What are the benefits / downfalls in establishing similar

structure to art projects that engage in similar practices?

 

If by pedagogy we refer to a learning process to acquire palpable knowledge / understanding of things, then its main benefits are: The
possibilities to present art to society as something useful in practical terms and that it comprehends the idea of a tangible result, one where what
is sensible is seen through the behavior. The political dimension of social actions. The need to construct an idea of a better human being. To
prefigure what one can do with knowledge, art becoming the place where to propose applications for that knowledge.

 

But the impairment would be that people think about art as a structure, a style, and not also a place where to find that knowledge, if there is a
mimetic approach to the traditional structures of power involved on a learning process. Another downfall could be the intention to create
homogenous groups where knowledge is a gray area where to find community via shared references. To forget the important role of the outsider,
of the drop out, of the ones that have no memory or can't concentrate, of the ones that can't understand. And the main thing for me would be to
lose the double and simultaneous condition of observant and participant; doing something while being able to criticize it.

 

How can we characterize the kind of participation that takes place in a work with a core pedagogical component?

 

Actually if it is art it should precisely propose a new kind of participation, one that is not clear for anyone and that is created in the midst of the
interactions. Confusion is a handy element because it provides the un-feared possibility to participate and to relocate. This is where some
political art has fail in my opinion, when on its recognition of the educational side of political gestures it appropriated the literal expressions of
learning instead of creating new ways to engage, ones where the distribution of power is negotiated, where people have to re-think their place,
where the political is acted by the participants. It is important that the project plans at several times (specially when successful) to stop and create
again a sort of chaos or a sort of disorganization of its structures so again new distributions can emerge as well as a new rotation of possibilities
to be accepted and the space to validate new proposals. The learning process, if used in art, should not be appropriated to justify a sense of truth.
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Also in the use of education in art one should negotiate the location of the destabilizing strategies used in art.

 

There is a fundamental difference between education and art. Education is about transmitting elements of consensus; art is the disruption of
them. Education is the transmission and memorization of elements that makes us a collective based in a sense of truth that has being agreed
previously and before the actual delivering of the data. Art is a space leading into new organization of meanings and that some times is done
through chaos or through confronting an established sense of truth. The difference is that even when both are ideological activities, education has
a clear goal toward constructing a defined identity that is related to its function in society and to the expectations of the role of the individual and
the collective. Somehow the only thing I can see as similar between art and education is the fact that there are both procedures to convince
people about something we believe in (that being data or ideas). In education the demand for creativity and the demand for confrontation towards
a norm seems to be more like a training process where students learn how to behave and how to create a structure to deal with it and hopefully
how to create a system to introduce (and impose) their point of view. Education provides a common ground of understanding, a common world
of references that makes us fundamentally equal (at a very basic level), in art you are demanded to get inside the artist's world and it is "your"
responsibility as an audience to find a common ground with the artist (and become an equal). 

 

It seems possible for one discipline to appropriate elements of another but it needs to be aware that expectations are different. The ideal would be
to have those expectations meet at a middle point where the collective acknowledges the legitimacy of a different point of view; one where the
path to accumulate knowledge and to create knowledge meet.

 

The excitement about the "new" is different in education and in art. In education, what is new is related to the excitement of when one found
something that is understood, that we have understood. In art what is new is discovering what we do not know, what we do not understand (and
some times discover ing that we are not sure we want to).

 

What is the distinction of approaches between using art as a vehicle to teach art vs. using artistic strategies toward creating a better

understanding of issues outside art (social, political, etc.)?

 

It is helpful to use art as a vehicle to teach art if you believe that art is an experience in itself. If you believe that art, no matter what else is
talking about, is always about art.

 

I advocate more for teaching non-art (issues outside art) for art sake. Teaching philosophy, engineering, ethnography, sociology, law, science, etc,
prepares better the artist for when they use those references they really know what they are talking about and they have a bigger spectrum and
current approach to issues languages and strategies on those disciplines. Also that way we can prevent a future of mostly self-referential artistic
subjects (if I want to get really fatalistic).

 

Using artistic strategies to understand issues outside art gives the sense of freedom that may be needed to lose fear, to feel empowered and
change the dimension of things.

 

How can pedagogy, through the work of artists, can contribute to reinvent the gallery and museum practices?

 

It depends on the amount of control the museum wants to have, the concept they have of the demographic of their audience and what is the
mission of the institution (because pedagogy always has a mission). Pedagogy is about authority and authenticity as well as museums but while
pedagogy is about ethics and desire the museum is about appreciation, one that should not be related to moral issues. While education is about
providing knowledge that could and would be used on the everyday life (practical use), the museum's perspective on the usefulness of art model
is not that clear (not even when they show actual useful art work). While education wants to create a concept of citizenship / social being
(expected active role) the museum wants to create a concept of spectatorship (expected, traditionally, to be a passive role)

 

In the activist realm, in what ways can artistic / pedagogical projects impact an audience that straightforward activism can not? Why is

it important  (is it important) to keep this practices within the artistic realm?

 

Again, it is a matter of emphasis, voice, sense of clarity in the message and the ways the ideological is used. It has to do, also, with the erosion of
the language used as well as how one wants to enter the discussion; it is not the same to start by questioning, by giving information or by making
something emotional. It depends also on what is expected in terms of processing information by the audience. If the goal is to create a short or
long term effect, if the desire is to have an immediate reaction towards the problem or to create an atmosphere for something less reactive, more
reflective. I find that all of the options (activism, art, pedagogy) are strategies not a mean in itself, they are tools for political work they are not
just languages or forms but adaptable resources to form conscience and ways to activate action (whether reflexives or proper actions). There are
all dealing with setting states of mind and a sense of appreciation of a situation. There are all demanding something from us, the difference
between those tools is what each demands: confrontation (activism), institutionalization (pedagogy) or negotiation (art). Another difference is if
one wants results (concrete results) and how quickly, how time is conceived in the response to a situation. Activism, education and art, have each
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their own and different tempo due to their reception and engagement techniques. Another difference is the way one wants to use a sense of
immediacy and to work with a sense of authorized criteria.

 

How are these current practices indebted to institutional critique and relational aesthetics, and how they contrast?

 

I'm more interested in the para-institution. The idea that one could build up parallel institutions, working institutions, that do propose and show
in its operation other working systems, being a temporary frame of action where art enters as the self-reflective, self-critical, tool while it is
simultaneously being conceived and happening, a para-institution that sees itself from the outside, from the spectator’s point of view.
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Engagement instead of Arrangement

Julius Koller’s Erratic Work on the Re-Conception of Aesthetic Space 1960ff

Georg Schöllhammer

In the early sixties of the last century, a hopeful spirit of modernism had moved into 
private ateliers in the art scenes of Bratislava as well. The existential fears from the pe-
riod of the Stalinist dictate of realism had already elicited initial counter-reactions after 
1956 in the extreme subjectivism of tachist painting. Yet the groups and positions that 
now emerged were able to feel accepted again in the international canon of modernism 
with their kinetic objects, light works, and their structural-geometric abstraction. In the 
second post-war decade, a generation of neo-constructivist artist on both sides of the 
Iron Curtain had formed a kind of international association. (1)
Bratislava was not the center of Czechoslovakia; always a bit disadvantaged by its rival 
Prague, it was located at the margin. From 1959 to 1965, at the time of this first upheav-
al, Julius Koller completed his study of painting with Jan Zelibski at the conservative 
academy of the Slovakian capital.
During these years, the repressive climate was gradually loosened, and the harbingers 
of the Prague Spring of 1968 made it possible to deal more freely with artistic means of 
representation - and also enabled a new approach to aesthetic work. In a way, neo-con-
structive modernism, the new abstraction, which clearly also tied into the grand tradi-
tion of Czechoslovakian avant-gardes of the inter-war period, functioned not only as a 
sign of the end of Stalinism, but also as a kind of repression machine: the new modern-
ism was also a substitute for the errors and oversights of socialism and its models of 
social modernization, criticized mass culture and its everyday objects, placed artistic 
work in an abstract space of work on the form, and was the vanishing point from the 
real world of the Cold War.
Even as a student - at that time he was painting homogeneous urban landscapes for 
himself, analyses of space pressed into the concrete - Julius Koller already took a criti-
cal stance with respect to the modernist principles of order in the political and cultural 
upheavals in Czechoslovakia in the early sixties. Koller was less interested in the abstract 
construction of space, within which his artistic work spread out. Instead, he found a 
new understanding of the social space of the city formulated in the approaches of the 
international avant-gardes critical of modernism, following Dada and Duchamps, in 
Nouveau Realisme and Fluxus, in the “psychogeographical” explorations of the Situ-
ationist International. This was a theme, from which it was possible to imagine a differ-
ent position. Counter to the cynical technoid fantasies of omnipotence of the socialist 
state apparatus and its designers, or the gestalt-therapeutical ambitions of the fashion-
able modernists, the direct experience of the reality of the art work was to be returned to 
the individual. Starting from this idea, Koller has consistently developed his position up 
to the present day, and an oeuvre that in its stringency, obsession and peculiarity could 
well be called one of the most erratic and consistent of European contemporary art. It is 
perhaps most comparable with the universe of a Marcel Broodthaer.



130

3

Julius Koller was not alone with his rejection of modernist pathos in Bratislava of the 
sixties. There were a number of thematic, formal or subject matter correspondences, 
for instance, with the work of the Happsoc group around Z. Kostrova, Stano Filko and 
Alexander Mlynarczyk, who developed a locally transformed form of object happenings 
from their contacts with the Parisian Nouveau Realisme around Pierre Restany and Yves 
Klein (1964). In fact, through Restany, the work of the group around Mlynarczyk - an 
originary amalgamation of Fluxus strategies, pop adaptations and architectonic func-
tionalism critique with a multitude of theatrically surreal elements - was widely received 
throughout Europe at that time. Also in Stano Filko’s psychedelic environments, objects 
and mappings drawing from McLuhanist media theory and situationist architectural 
fantasies, there was an expression of a will to deal with the fragmenting of subjectivity 
in the bureaucratic and organizational apparatuses of Real-Socialist societies in a form-
critical way. Their titles were full of cosmological terms and cybernetic metaphors, such 
as “Universal Environment” or “Poetry about Space-Cosmos”, etc. And for the artists in 
Bratislava in the early sixties, pop art was also another precedent for a method that ena-
bled using material from cultural everyday production.
These various stimuli - Pop, Flux, Nouveau Realisme, Dada - and the euphoric notion of 
being able to turn everything into art, being able to include everything in the system of 
art, which the group shared, underwent a reversion, however, in the work of the young 
Julius Koller. In 1965, the same year in which the Happsoc Manifesto appeared, Koller 
published his manifesto:
“Antihappening (System of Subjective Objectivity)”:
Contrary to the happening, which is a “way to put an artistic act into action”, the Anti-
happening aimed at a “cultural reshaping of the subject, at awareness, at the surround-
ings and the real world. Through the means of textual designation (`making known’), 
cultural demarcation becomes part of the cultural context”, it says in “Antihappening”.

Anti-Happening

In Koller’s manifesto, a performative act of designation, a conscious act of subjectifica-
tion through the designation, an act of cultural demarcation at the level of production, 
so to speak, contravenes the myth of the regaining of innateness in dramatic self-per-
formance, of the foundation of identity in a liberating psychodramatic act, as it was 
imagined by the protagonists of the happening developed from Fluxus. Yet it was not 
only at the level of aesthetic acts, but also at that of the analysis of the status of the art 
work as object that Koller’s stance contradicted the mental worlds that were common at 
that time.
Contrary to Duchamps’ transposition of any arbitrary object into the art sphere through 
simple displacement, Koller’s strategy consists of using real objects, the real world, eve-
ryday life as a given program for an automatically aesthetic and endless operation - an 
aesthetic displacement intended to put an end to aesthetics, but which enables a general 
aestheticization of the world at the same time - because, in fact, potentially every object 
could enter into this virtual performance.
With a formulation that one could also regard as determinative for the Situationist 
Internationale, Koller suggests that the textual existence of a poetic impulse cannot 
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develop the full potential of its radical, anti-hegemonic power. Instead, this power, this 
potential, can only come into full effect in the realm of concrete action, in an act of des-
ignation. Or indeed in a cultural strategy that seeks inclusion in a cultural system, from 
which the happening seeks its vanishing point, reverses it and represents it as one that is 
purely definitionally textual, which could be transformed into a system of designation. 
Koller makes this distinction and transforms the anthropological process into a signifi-
catory process: the Anti-Happening.
The Anti-Happening demonstrates conceptual acts or objects. It presents them and thus 
creates situations - cultural situations. This act of demonstration designates a situation 
as a cultural space and makes use of non-fixing concept of the formation of identity. 
The performative act that Koller poses with his demonstration operations thinks about 
forms of the functional or emotional utilization and occupation of a place or a situation 
and makes the exquisite malleability and the rigidness of spatial conventions visible to 
viewers at the same time. Every real or imagined observer can also conduct themselves 
contrary to the cultural situation created in this act of designation, but can also expe-
rience designating as a characteristic, which first defines the identity of their cultural 
body.
What Koller employs in his work with his Anti-Happening Manifesto is nothing less 
than a concept of identity as praxis, which does not appear to be determined by the cul-
tural situation, but rather is first granted its option for action in the designation.

Anti-Pictures

This strategy now allowed Koller to extend the designating operation universally to vari-
ous media: the text works on paper - stamped with children’s stamps - began in 1965, 
indicating the mental space of the Anti-Happening distributed in various editions. This 
praxis was inspired by the Dadaists and the Surrealists, who used text and collage ex-
tensively in their work, and by the Lettrists, whose unitary urbanism aimed to develop 
emotionally founded city maps, which should then serve as the foundation for the con-
struction of new, utopian environments.
After 1967/1968, the first pictures were also created, in which Koller used white latex 
paint instead of oil paint, and in which the question mark appears for the first time 
- which was later to mutate repeatedly in various media and aggregate states into the 
symbol of Koller’s designation stances. Thereafter, these pictures were called Anti-Pic-
tures; after 1968/69 they were also to be given form in a special variation, namely as text-
pictures on a textile ground, “Textextiles”.

The “Invitation to an Idea” - as Koller once called the text works on the Anti-Happen-
ings - and the palimpsests and serial arrangements of the anti-pictures distanced them-
selves not only formally from the academisms of the modernists and the psychophysi-
cal emancipatory gestures of the Happenings and material assemblages of the vitalists 
among Koller’s local colleagues. Koller dispensed with any form of technical mastery, for 
example. The anti-pictures have an amateurish style. In this way, they were to accom-
plish their mission to “engage instead of arrange” (Koller).
Koller was not interested in pure painting, but rather in developing a pictorial, sign-like 
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typology of the text body. He strung together serial question marks or plus and minus 
symbols or dots and ellipses that closed into a question mark, wrote the word “reality” 
in superimpositions or the formula “illusionism”; waving lines appeared later, the swas-
tika, rune-like signs, etc. This typology is always thought in relation to its function as a 
reference to that which it is intended to designate  - the counter-space. Koller’s mani-
festos and reference systems always have a dual character. On the one hand they insist 
on an abstractness of form and its capability for unlimited repetition, for insistence. On 
the other hand, though, Koller never loses sight, for instance in the anti-pictures, of the 
materiality of painting linked with the forms.

U.F.O. and U.F.O.naut

In 1970, two years after the brutal suppression of the dreams of a possible third way of 
socialism in Czechoslovakia by Warsaw Pact tanks in August 1968, Koller introduced 
a new three-letter field of concepts into his work in another manifesto: U.F.O. In this 
manifesto, from which over the following thirty years and more Koller’s main group of 
works of the same name was to develop, “Universal-Cultural Futurological Operations” 
- U.F.O., the realistic, anti-illusionist approach of the anti-happenings and anti-pictures 
is underscored again. However, its possibility for realization is postponed for the future 
and ironically embedded in a cosmology of uncertainty , the pseudo-science of extrater-
restrial flying objects:
“SUBJECTIVE CULTURAL ACTIONS-OPERATIONS WHICH IN THE UNIVERSAL-
ITY OF OBJECTIVE REALITY FORM CULTURAL SITUATIONS DIRECTED INTO 
THE FUTURE. THE OPERATIONS WILL EFFECT PSYCHOPHYSICAL PROJECTS 
OF COSMOHUMANISTIC CULTURE AND INSTEAD OF A NEW ART-AESTHETICS 
WILL CREATE A NEW LIFE, A NEW SUBJECT, AWARENESS, CREATIVITY AND A 
NEW CULTURAL REALITY.”
The U.F.O. concept thus suspends any connection between Koller’s definitive, performa-
tive designation work and the passivity of social circumstances in Czechoslovakia of the 
normalization years. Against the inevitable acceptance of decisions made elsewhere; the 
various conditionings of private life, the fabrication of the everyday as ideological spec-
tacle, in short against all passivity, the U.F.O. act of designation poses something that is 
overly enciphered in the media in relation to the event that is always already interpreted, 
just as it has always deciphereds: a place of emptiness and of determinability, a real 
place; a place that is not represented, but rather is present - at least in the concept and 
the medium of its presentation.
With U.F.O., a complex reference and relationship system arises between the acts of 
designation and their possibility of mutating: in various works in subsequent years, the 
O. has assumed the names object or ornament or orientation or observation or opustane 
obrazu (release of the image) or otaznik (question mark), etc., etc.; the F. has mutated 
into functional, folkoristic, factographic, filosofic, fantastic, flyer, and so forth.
The universal cultural situations that U.F.O. designates can become typical cultural 
situations, new cultural situations, flying cultural situations, cultic cultural situations, 
objective cultural situations. Universal functional expertises can be imagined.
Yet it is not only these mutations that exist in Koller’s system U.F.O. and in the indexical 
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space that it assumes in the chronology of the work. There is also a system of recursive 
ties. Actions can be repeated at intervals of time in celebrations, in anniversaries, and 
performed again, biographically affirming the content of the original action. The desig-
nating acts of the U.F.O.s are applied to every possible medium, to actions, drawings, to 
book objects and maps, to texts and installations.
Beginning in 1970 (and up to the present), the figure of the author also steps out of the 
signature in U.F.O. into a pictorial presence as U.F.Onaut J.K.: “UNIVERSAL FUTURO-
LOGICAL ORIENTATION - THE PROCESS OF THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE 
HEAD (PORTRAIT) OF J.K. EXPRESSING A PERSONAL CULTURAL SITUATION. 
THE PHOTO-VISUALISATION WILL TAKE PLACE AT TIME (YEARLY) INTERVALS 
INTO THE FUTURE.”

Koller, who was himself a practicing athlete, has always also found a field of reference 
for his reality concepts in the regulations, the sequences of action and in the props of 
various types of sports. In the “Gallery of the Young” in Bratislava in 1970, instead of 
an exhibition, Koller set up a ping-pong club for one month, where visitors could play. 
Like other demonstrative moments of the work, such as manually inscribing a question 
mark in the sand field of a tennis court a year earlier and working with chalk and the 
line marking wagon (Contact, 1969), this act of transformation was not intended to be 
passive representation, but rather an active one, triggering an existential movement - a 
momentary existential creativity that expresses itself in a cultural situation.
In addition to this option for action, Koller also finds here a formal reference to the mo-
tif of sequencing, the serial, the possibility of structural connection: the grid structure 
of the strings of a tennis racket, the tennis net (the mediator, the middle, the medium 
of the game, knotted into a serial, non-hierarchical structure) and fishing nets become 
permanent props in the U.F.O. stock. After 1972 until into the 80s, however, Koller inter-
rupted this work with set pieces. Their immanent suggestion of fairness and the abstract 
rules of relationships, for which sport stands, seemed unsuitable to him. Around 1972, 
the emphasis on formulas like “new life!” and “new creativity” vanished altogether. 
Koller focused on the motif of isolation again - in times of normalization, which socially 
isolates one but also compels conformity. In this way, Koller indirectly asserted that art 
as an effective counterforce against the society of the so-called “normalization years” had 
per se become superfluous.

UmeNie

The Pingpong Monument (1970-72) could be a metaphor for the reality of the normali-
zation years. In this photo collage, Koller’s hand stretches out holding a tennis racket 
monumentally before the silhouette of a modernist satellite city, as though the Black 
Hole that the form of the racket delineates were announcing the lacuna following the 
Congress of the Association of Slovakian Fine Artists (ZSVU) from November 1972, 
where a number of art praxes were prohibited and where the de facto re-establishment 
of the socialist realism of the 50s as art doctrine took place. Koller’s re-decoration of the 
Slovakian wooden houses with question marks in a photo collage in 1978 - with which 
a touristic national symbol of Czechoslovakia of the 70s became a Universal Folkloristic 
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Object - reacts directly. And it reacts again with a performative act. During these years, 
symbols of eternity appear more and more often in the text works, along with question 
marks and the negation NIE (art: umenie becomes UmeNie or nevermore). Endless 
bands of Möbius strips, round, pressed into loops or triangles, spirals and ying-yangs 
present U.F.O. even more explicitly as an operation of designation turning back to itself. 
Combined with the Bermuda Triangle and the Ufo idea of an all-consuming and extra-
terrestrially cleansed space, Koller then employs the idea of Atlantis for the first time 
in his system. Performative balancing acts were performed during this period, demar-
cations, the “levelings”, in which Koller subordinated himself to the scale of measure-
ment markings on houses in the old city of Bratislava, for example, or delimited a zebra 
crossing with traffic huts to an anti-picture. A child and the artist stand on a hill in front 
of a school in Bratislava, with their hands spread as though ready to fly as a poetic Anti-
Icarus. Koller draws the logbook of his expedition from a sand pile in the new housing 
area near the Danube - and thus near the Iron Curtain -, in which he lives, on a sandy 
hill near the border along the river, already under permanent surveillance by the border 
troops.
Naturally, the establishment of such a branching system of order suggests ascribing a 
mythologizing function to Koller’s meticulous designations, his categorizations. And in 
fact it is not uncommon that Koller’s work is simply assigned to the genre designation 
“individual mythologies”, the metonymic, often escapist tendency of art in the 70s. An 
escapism into self-enclosure against the real situation experienced as the evils of history 
or the evils of politics in periods of normalization is not uncommon in the art of Euro-
pean avant-gardes from the Soviet hemisphere of the 70s. The mythologization of one’s 
own existence and the decontexualization of one’s own work, the creation of parallel 
universes, was ultimately a possible strategy of resistance against totalitarian oppression. 
“Yet by striving for the quality of the absolute, it became an a-historical construct” (1).
For Julius Koller, though, it was not a matter of his work transcending the local circum-
stances perceived as limiting, or of creating a dissident identity by appropriating the val-
ues of western avant-gardes. His compensation for the traumatic historical experience 
of being closed in found another, adequate expression in his biography: he was a teacher 
for painting at an art school for hobby painters. In this way, too, one’s own work can be 
defined in discontinuity with the local traditions of modernity and modernism!

Art History as Blemish

Just as so much of the art of the late 60s and early 70s did not fit in the categories pro-
vided by the canon, Julius Koller’s work must also be reinterpreted from today’s perspec-
tive. The established critical categories that were developed around Post-Minimalism, 
Concept Art, Land Art and Process Art are hardly suitable for it. Nor did the major exhi-
bitions for the reintegration of eastern European art in a pan-European modern art his-
tory, in which Koller’s work was present, fill this lacuna with new ideas of interpretation. 
The mappings of non-American conceptualisms or performance art, which began in the 
USA in the second half of the 90s, were too unspecific in their methodical approaches 
to be able to propose essential re-evaluations. An additional complicating factor is that 
Koller’s work in the euphoric years of the Prague Spring and the leaden years of nor-
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malization afterwards remained hidden - for reasons of local competition - even to the 
leaders of Czechoslovakian art criticism, such as Jindrich Chalupecki from Prague. (1) 
For this reason, as early as 1991 in a catalogue essay written by Aurel Hrabusicky for a 
Koller exhibition at the Povazk Gallery in Ziline, with which the post-Communist redis-
covery of Koller’s work started, he noted that in reference to Koller’s multifaceted praxis, 
one could not speak of pure conceptualism, but rather of a contextual, broken aesthetic 
praxis interwoven in manifold references, for which hardly a correspondence could be 
found on either side of the former Iron Curtain. 
Koller’s use of the universal as metaphor for the real, his skipping over the local ideolect, 
the local variations of universalist gestalt figures of late modernism, such as corporeal 
happening, abstract painting, kineticism and geometric abstraction, were rooted in an 
idea of the transparency of the aesthetic act as pure event. In a brief period of collabo-
rating with Peter Ronai from the next younger generation after the fall of the wall, which 
Koller called “New Earnestness”, Koller said explicitly that the reference space of the sign 
must be maintained and opposed the postmodern simulation theory. By appealing to 
this transparency of the performative act, and to a simple possibility of transformation, 
as in ping-pong tournaments, for example, or other sport works, Koller explored - not 
unlike artists of his generation in the 60s from the other side of the bipolar world - the 
possibilities of a radical transformation of the idea of the work away from the object 
towards the trace of an action or an instruction for action. Just as radically as his col-
leagues working conceptually or minimalistically in New York or Los Angeles, Koller 
casts doubt on the idea of a privileged standpoint of the traditional categories of fine 
art. The works from the mid-sixties on, the anti-pictures, the textextiles or the U.F.O.s 
in the early seventies newly defined the aesthetic experience as a multitude of non-spe-
cialized forms for approaching the question: What is really and authentically “modern”? 
How can the idea - or even just the rhetoric - of authenticity be transferred to a new 
construction of the relations between author, work and observer? Must one take a de-
tour by way of the transient, provisional, arbitrary, in order to newly define this relation?
After 1972 Koller’s works seem more melancholy. Yet they still create very rigorous situa-
tions. If we disregard all the questions regarding the concrete scope of action in Czecho-
slovakia of the second half of the seventies and attempt to focus on the ideology-critical 
aspects of the U.F.O. acts and artifacts, we recognize that Koller’s work manifests a direct 
reference to the empty opposite of dialectical teleology, which is inscribed in a large 
portion of the Marxist tradition. The U.F.O.s name the unsolved contradiction between 
an objective “determinacy” and a revolutionary activism. Losing trust in the possibility 
of revolution also means taking leave of the idea of living in historical conditions that 
evince a potency for change.
For the artist Koller, the analysis of what exists constantly also suggests something 
explosive. The performative, designating acts and the overflowing yet always coherent 
system of designation in his actions are always a silent reproach against the strategies, 
from which everyday life in the leaden years grows. They reveal the arbitrariness of the 
dominant order. They pose the question of a liberating perspective. Koller’s analysis of 
the everyday is conducted through a three-fold movement similar to the way the French 
theoretician Henri Lefebvre depicts it as a model for the emanicpatory appropriation 
of space through everyday practices: first societization is accomplished in the form of a 
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“totalization of society”. At the same time, this process is accompanied by an “extreme 
individualization”, which ultimately leads to a “particularization”.
Koller’s ostensible fictions leave the conventional genres of illusionist representation 
and refer back to the production and representation process, which exists in the present 
in the reality of the designated moment. As bizarre and clownesque as the actions may 
sometimes seem, an immediate image of the present emerges in all of them, which con-
tains all the force of differentiation. Koller never operates within the framework of so-
called “major” themes in relation to the body: pain, sexuality, death, injury, wounding, 
mental borderline situations of surrender. Instead, Koller operates within the constric-
tions of everyday schemata of control and order. In this way, he unmasks the impera-
tive that art is there to decipher a deep truth about us and our bodies and our culture, 
replacing it with a performative act: engagement instead of arrangement.
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Clearing the Haze: Prologue to Postmodern Graphic Design Education through

Sheila de Bretteville

BY IZZY BERENSON AND SARAH HONE TH

Author’s preface: At the outset, this project was defined as an intensive effort to examine and reassess
the work of Shelia Levrant de Bretteville. The initial motivation was driven by the connection of the
rise of feminist voices in design, the Woman’s Building, postmodern design, and experimental
pedagogy. We recognize that many female designers worked in the 1970s and 80s, however we saw
that few had as large a contribution on contemporary graphic design today, as Sheila Levrant de
Bretteville.

 

Sheila Levrant de Bretteville

 

In the process of researching the historical contribution of de Bretteville, it became clear that
while several publications exist that address the history of graphic design and female designers,
an in-depth exploration on the topic has not been documented. There is tendency within design
history to glaze over important accomplishments and accolades by women. If anything, we can
say there has been false nostalgia as to the honest history of what happened. The commentary of
these times is scattered in hard to access publications and with this, our research questions the
cultural and academic recognition written in history books in current circulation.

Acting as facilitators, instigators, and participators, this essay was conceived with a level of
framing extended towards feminism, equality, women’s rights, challenging the status quo, and
encouraging students to think proactively and experimentally. It was our feeling that if we are
going to talk about graphic design in our contemporary landscape, it is imperative to go beyond
presuppositions and intellectual establishment and clear the haze of historical contribution. The
impacts of these examinations interject important conversations into the creative and academic
fields. De Bretteville’s teaching and practice changed the face of contemporary graphic design,
and should be adequately acknowledged in history for her monumental work.
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Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Arts in Society: California Institute of the Arts: Prologue to a Community, 1970

 

Historical perspectives are important for the enrichment of the history of North American
graphic design education. The history of graphic design in the contemporary construct is
increasingly hard to unravel, let alone the history of the Design School at California Institute of
the Arts (CalArts) in Valencia, California. Nevertheless, let’s consider this a unique moment in
the history of graphic design: an interesting moment as a result of the people who had been
involved in shaping, inspiring, and educating graphic designers at a high-level; yet also
interesting as a result of the dissemination of the methodologies and philosophies that CalArts
developed within it’s graphic design program, specifically of those developed by Sheila Levrant
de Bretteville. Clearing the Haze, is an attempt to contextualize the design education of the times
rather than to explicate or theorize it. The context is of our own experience as graphic designers
and former CalArts students, in a way linking our participation and passion to our own pedagogy.

 

Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, California Institute of the Arts: Admissions Bulletin, 1973–1974

 

CalArts

In the fall of 1969, Sheila returned to New York after working in Italy in a design studio at Olivetti.
She took a desk in an office shared by Robert Mangurian and Craig Hodgetts. Shortly after Craig
was tapped to become Associate Dean of the School of Design at CalArts, Sheila was asked to
come and work on preparing branding materials (letterhead, posters, etc.) to attract students for
each school at the newly established CalArts. A special issue of a journal fell into her lap, making
her editor as well as designer of the issue titled, Arts in Society: California Institute of the Arts:
prologue to a community1 which came out in June 1970. The School of Design was seeking

2
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students for whom “ecology, technology, and human needs trumped taste and style”2 as the basis
of meaningful work. At the request of Richard Farson, Dean of the School of Design at CalArts,
Sheila joined the Design faculty as CalArts began its first academic year at an interim campus at
Villa Cabrini in Burbank in 1970.

Having no previous teaching experience, Sheila drew from past assignments3 from her studies at
Yale4 and from a former high school5 design faculty’s text,6 which included a chapter on design
education, to create the curriculum. Additionally, Sheila reviewed the way in which she had been
taught, in the light of her experience to the events occurring around her at while attending Yale—
the civil right movements in the States, the protests of our war in Vietnam, the assassination of
MLK and the Kennedys—in addition to her work collaborating with Emanuel Sandreuter on
freedom of the press and TV posters for the Italian Communist Party. In Italy, Sheila read the
teaching pedagogy of Paulo Freire and was convinced that teaching could be a horizontal
exchange of information. She explored the best ways to open up assignments in such a way as to
capitalize on the different experiences, knowledge, and skills which the CalArts students brought
to the school.

 

Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Announcement poster for the CalArts School of Design, 1970

 

Mashing up these international influences—Bauhausian/Modernism from Yale; a
progressive/radical awareness; a more traditional graphic arts education from her Brooklyn, New
York, high school years—Sheila reworked assignments in a prescient Postmodern graphic design
pedagogical mode. Her choices can be seen directed to “enable the sexploration of visual
phenomena.”7 Sheila knew that an able designer required a set of visual and formal skills in order
for that student/designer to better access their own unique voice in a well thought through and
well made manner. In this new context, students were encouraged to express their own
experiences and make choices that reinforced their ability to speak through form. The intent was
for all students to move toward producing meaningful content of their own.
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The spirit of the early 1970s was one of collaboration where each person’s contribution was
honored and the work done was not strictly circumscribed by media specificity. For example,
Sheila taught a class with Craig Hodgets where two-dimensions and three-dimensions of form
were created by each student. Another was an interdisciplinary class taught with Jivan Tabibian,
a political scientist and Ben Lifson, a photographer. This multi-disciplinary class included an
aspect of what has become known as “the object project,”8 and the beginning of her faith in the
meaning of every choice in physical and visual form making. “The object project” asked each
participant to bring in an object. As students went around the room and each person described
the physical aspects to the object chosen, Sheila was astonished to see how much information
was inadvertently being revealed about the person as the student described their chosen object.
New to teaching, Sheila was unsure how best to deal with what was embedded in the physical
form of the objects, which was much more than she had ever anticipated. She knew that each of
us is intimately connected to the things that we choose, but it took a fair amount of time for her
to recognize that she could use this intuitive attraction to objects, events, and situations to
develop the intimate connection to the physical qualities of the work that students produce.

 

CalArts exterior, 1970. Designed by architecture firm Ladd & Kelsey. Courtesy of the CalArts Archive.

 

In 1971, two years later, CalArts moved out of the temporary quarters at Villa Cabrini and
into the current CalArts Thornton Ladd9 building in Valencia, California. Sheila had outfitted the
printing lab to not only have lithography and engraving but also a Vandercook flat-bed printing
press, a Rotaprint Offset Printer, and a Diatronic photographic typesetter. This made it possible
for students to have their hands on the means of making multiple copies. The first years at
CalArts were open to having “Institute Students” who could take courses at all or any of the
CalArts Schools and students like Albert Innaurato and James Lapine who became dramatists,
along with Bia Lowe and Bernard Cooper, who both became fine writers—all took classes taught
by Sheila.
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Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Everywoman newspaper centerfold, 1970

 

 

Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Everywoman newspaper centerfold, 1970

 

During the summer after Sheila’s first year of teaching at CalArts, she was asked to create a
special issue of the Everywoman newspaper.10 Sheila designed the layout in the format of
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Consciousness-Raising (C-R), which creates an equality of voices. The newspaper gave a two-
page spread to each writer, each having an equal amount of space, regardless of hierarchy in the
newspaper. The dissolution of hierarchy was also a way to counter patriarchy. Empowered by the
new publication’s focus on women and as the only female faculty member at the CalArts School
of Design,11 Sheila approached Victor Papanek, then Dean of the School of Design, to start the
Women’s Design Program,12 in which reading and discussion had an equal place alongside design
work. After some prompting, he agreed. The work of the program was published in the sixth
issue of the British journal Icographic13 along with an essay by Sheila on the rigid separation
between men and women in design and the workplace. Sheila’s writing, titled “Some Aspects of
Design from the Perspective of a Woman Designer” asks designers to help to revalidate what have
been designated as ‘female’ values and devalued as such.14 The publication also included
comments from each of the students and their visual work, which included type studies,
photography, and documentary video. Sheila’s critique of both design and contribution to
feminism worked to establish an equality based on reframing not by gender (male and/or
female), but as equal individual people, individual designers.

 

The Women’s Design Program at CalArts, 1972. Unknown Artist, Courtesy of the CalArts Archive

 

The Women’s Design Program ran in tandem with Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro’s joint
Feminist Art Program at CalArts. Paul Brach, Dean of the School of Art, had agreed to offer the
Feminist Art Program, a separatist program, at the behest of his wife Miriam Shapiro and Judy
Chicago considering that there were no permanent women faculty members to mentor young
women. Both the Women’s Design Program and the Feminist Art Program were investigatory,
meaning that the class structure was about a way of exploring things they didn’t know about. It
wasn’t just the transfer of knowledge from teacher to student: it was about the teacher and
students exploring something together from which both were learning. Ultimately, both Chicago
and Sheila decided that they would do better without CalArts and in 1972 they sent out
brochures inviting students to their separatist program for the following year. In 1973 Sheila,
Chicago, and Arlene Raven named their newly established program the Feminist Studio
Workshop (FSW): the first independent school for women artists, which later became the
Woman’s Building in downtown Los Angeles.
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Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Feminist Studio Workshop brochure, 1973

 

 

Courtyard of the Grandview Woman’s Building, 1973. Courtesy of Otis College of Art and Design Library

 

Woman’s Building: Women’s Graphic Center
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The Woman’s Building rented the former Chouinard Art Institute building (which officially
dissolved in 1972) from CalArts for $3,000 per year—a deal brokered by Sheila—and opened on
November 28, 1973.15 Woman came from around the country to work and create in this new
feminist, creative, separatist space, until the Building’s unexpected sale in 1974, at which time
Sheila and Cheryl Swanack searched Los Angeles for a new Woman’s Building, eventually
relocating to downtown L.A. during the summer of 1975.16 The Woman’s Building fostered a
kind of utopian communalism which was a unique philosophy for the time. Being an artist meant
“accepting the responsibility for being one (lone artist as individual producer).”17 Moreover, it
was about something other than being an artist: it was about being a fully formed person, who
was able to come to terms with the suffering and/or injustice she had previously experienced in
her girlhood, through her family, and/or through her community of origin. During the
renovation of both Woman’s Buildings (one at MacArthur Park, the other a public center in
downtown L.A.), the help of men and children affiliated with the women there was enjoyed and
welcomed.

 

Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Pink, 1974

 

The exhibitions and educational programs at the Woman’s Buildings were intended to form a
participating community of like-minded women who were collectively seeking to remake
themselves through the new formats offered at the Woman’s Buildings. The pedagogy that Sheila
had fostered was one in which instructors and mentors respected and gave “unconditional love
toward a student.” This encouraged students to freely change what they needed and wanted to
develop.18 The program focused on Consciousness-Raising (C-R) (also called awareness
raising), a technique that focuses the attention of a wider group of people on some cause or
condition. “Using [C-R] techniques as the basis for developing an intensive, two-year curriculum
that acknowledged the unique vulnerabilities and social pressures faced by young women.”19 C-R
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was an omnilateral, relatively leaderless, group-directed exploration in the verbalization of
individual experience, which embodied a “person is political” motto, positioned within second-
wave feminism. This radical pedagogy used self-expression as the paramount element in art-
making, which, at the time, was atypical for an art school. It was as much about asking questions
as finding answers.

Chicago left after the first year while Sheila and Raven stayed at the Woman’s Building. Housed
within the Woman’s Building was the design program of the Women’s Graphic Center (WGC)
which, under the guidance of Sheila, was considered one of most important features of the
Woman’s Building. A number of the faculty were CalArts alums such as Helen Alm, who guided
the printing in the WGC and Suzanne Lacy20 who taught performance.21 The WGC was built on
the precepts of Sheila’s egalitarian pedagogical attitude—a sort of Marxist approach, which
treated design as a public communication imbued with the efficacy of social change. In 1973,
Sheila reprised her statement on the FSW brochure when she delivered a conference paper to the
American Institute of Architects saying:

The process by which forms are made and the forms themselves embody values and
standards or behavior that affect large numbers of people…. For me, it is this integral
relationship between individual creativity and social responsibility that draws me to the
design arts.22

Sheila wrote a number of compelling articles on woman’s rights and space often ending up in
feminists publications published through the Woman’s Building such as Chrysalis, a magazine of
women’s culture, a contribution to culture, media studies, and women’s studies before there were
courses in women’s studies in colleges and universities.

 

Chrysalis: a magazine of women’s culture, Cover of Volume 1, 1977

 

Projects at the WGC focused on typography, printing, and criticality within the social sphere.
The wooden typeface Kabel was discovered as a part of the building’s past and was used for the
Woman’s Building entry signage. Traditional fine art printing (such as etching and lithography)
were not included due to limited resources and space. Their focus was on self-publishing in the
form of letterpress-printed, offset-printed and silkscreen-printed posters, postcards, broadsides,
artist books,23 poetry chapbooks, stationary, and other kinds of small-press endeavors.24 Sheila
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again brought back “the object project” in a Feeling to Form class taught with social psychologist
Jane Stewart, urging students to find suitable forms from which women could derive content as a
way of upending Modernist precepts of form as content.25 Feeling to Form, then, was a literal
reversal, extracting form from content, rather than content from form. This class arguably
produced the most highly realized art at the Building, often in graphic form.

The art of the Woman’s Building sought action in addition to expression. Some of the best-
known performance work was also the culmination of Sheila’s graphic design pedagogy. In
particular, Leslie Labowitz’s and Lacy’s Three Weeks in May (1977), which updated a map with
reports from the L.A.P.D., printing the word, “rape” on spots on a map of greater L.A., generated
large-scale public awareness and media attention. The event combined a performance piece on
the steps of L.A. City Hall with self-defense classes for women in an attempt to highlight sexual
violence against women. As WGC student Emily King said, “printing gave work power and
distance.”26

 

Three Weeks in May, Suzanne Lacy, 1977. Courtesy of Suzanne Lacy

 

Sheila’s format of direct address in public spaces, offered an original and persuasive lesson in
feminist pedagogy, personal growth, and the search for authentic forms. In this vein, Sheila
developed and taught the class, Public Announcements/Private Conversations (1975), which
then became a series of site-specific art projects produced from 1977 to 1978 in which
participants were asked to “write, design, print, post their posters, negotiate with the owners of
the public places, and collect responses about and for places in the shared environment… Within
this theme each woman gives graphic form to her concerns, placing this work—and thus placing
herself—in public view.”27 The project could then be tailored to each students needs and support
the individual to find her own personal material and forms to express in. Through this class and
others, form became a transformative experience, resulting in the perception of personal
wholeness and collective unity at the Woman’s Building.

Eventually the continuing short-fall of funds, and a level of dissatisfaction within the Woman’s
Building ranks caused the WGC to unravel. The program’s final year was from 1979–1981.



165

Despite being hired in 1980 to create a program of Communication Design and Illustration at the
Otis Art Institute/Parsons School of Design, Sheila stayed on the board at the Woman’s Building
until 1981 when the FSW was terminated in favor of salvaging the Building itself. In an interview
with Jenni Sorkin in 2010, Sheila says, “it made sense for the next generation to take it over. And
maybe they’d have fresher ideas or a way to relate to the community that they felt stronger about
coming there. I know that I couldn’t do it anymore. The Women’s Graphic Center as a
commercial entity just didn’t capture my imagination in the way that the Woman’s Building as an
entity did. It just simply didn’t. And it’s not that I wanted to get a job at Otis/Parsons. It’s more
that I wanted to go somewhere else, do something else. And I like beginnings, and it felt like
endings to me.”28 The Woman’s Building remained open as a rented studio space until 1991.
Times had changed and the seemingly utopian collectivity proved to be an ideal that was not
sustainable.

 

Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Poster for Women in Design, conference, 1975

 

Otis & Yale

The educational model that was developed by Sheila at the Woman’s Building carried on at Otis
Art Institute/Parsons School of Design (presently known as the Otis College of Art & Design)
and helped to shape the Otis curriculum. Sheila initiated and chaired the Department of
Communication at Otis from 1981–1990 which included an outreach design group called
Brook7n where students created and completed community based projects. Working to bring in
faculty from various backgrounds, Sheila hired Laurie Haycock and P. Scott Makela, Ave Pildas
and Everett Peck, Jim Hieman, Leah Hoffmitz, Gary Panter and Georgianne Dean. Her work
with Brook7n was collectively designed for non-profits, doing projects such as murals in Sam
Good hospital and a billboard using a rebus (a puzzle in which words are represented by
combinations of pictures and individual letters) to communicate to non-literate people about
classes in reading.
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The Communications Design and Illustration Department that Sheila had developed at Otis was
a parallel department to the Communication Department at the Parsons School of Design. Both
programs, headed by David Levy in New York, were designed to allow students to travel from
New York to Los Angeles. This newly developed bi-coastal college for the arts was the first of its
kind, but proved challenging. Sheila describes the difficulty of this time: “It took a while for me
to figure out the flights [and] travel, because actually, a sustained program makes a lot more sense
at that age level. But I didn’t know that at the time, and it was another activity.”29 Over the next
nine years, Sheila worked through the logistical strains and developed a curriculum that
contributed significantly to the field of design and visual communications pedagogy. In 1990, one
year prior to the end of the Otis/Parsons partnership, and shortly before Levy’s departure in
1991, Sheila was appointed a full professorship at the Yale University of School of Art.

 

New Haven Register, 1990. Courtesy of Sheila Levrant de Bretteville

 

As Sheila replaced Alvin Eisenman30 as the new director of the graduate program in graphic
design at Yale in 1990, she also became the Yale University School of Art’s first tenured woman.
While most faculty and alumni affirmed her appointment, others were outraged. Paul Rand, who
had been a member of the faculty since the late 1950s, resigned as an act of protest against Sheila’s
appointment, and then convinced his long-time colleague Armin Hoffmann to do the same.
Starting in the 1950s the Yale program, based in modernist theory, was instrumental in
establishing the profession of Graphic Design in the United States. Acting as a conduit between
Yale and the Kunstgewerbeschule in Basle, directed by Armin Hoffmann, the Yale program was
unique for its time. The graphic design curriculum established at Yale became the model for most
education institutions, changing its focus from advertising to graphic design during the 1960s.

Sheila’s design pedagogy at Yale was pluralistic and pushed design as a proactive practice (rather
than focusing solely on corporate service). The program was person-centered (emphasizing the
students’ desire to communicate, and focusing on what each student felt necessary to be made
and said and to whom they wanted to say it). Students were assured that they would be able to
see themselves within the large body of work that they produced in the two-year program.



167

As the director of Yale’s program, Sheila acknowledged her role as a leader but was quick to point
out that although she called together faculty meetings, she wanted the faculty to talk about what
they found interesting and to question issues of the moment. In an interview in 2008, Sheila
spoke about her past experiences which continue to influence her design pedagogy today:

“Freedom to fail, sense of community, support, taking chances: these are lessons I bring
from my initial teaching position at CalArts, 41 years ago. Our past experiences are really
what we bring to the pedagogy of graphic design.”

The lessons and guidance that have been experienced by hundreds of Sheila’s students
throughout the years has meant that her influence has been disseminated across multiple facets of
our visual and cultural landscape. Her contributions to postmodern design pedagogy opened
doors to female voices in a male-dominated society, encouraged students to be more
experimental, and supported non-traditional art environments. Without a more concise and
complex understanding of the past, we fail to stay open to the future. It is in this vein that we
strive to clear the haze of historical contribution and reach beyond the theoretical and formal
exercises that most of us learn in art school today.

 

Sheila Levrant de Bretteville photographed in 2014, at her home, in New Haven, CT   Photography: Thomas
Giddings

 

In realizing this project, we are deeply grateful for the generosity of our contributors and supporters,
in particular Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, Peter de Bretteville, Naomi Honeth, Michael Ned-Holte,
Jenni Sorkin, and Lorraine Wild.

 

Editor/publisher’s note: For more on Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, see Lorraine Wild and David
Karwan’s essay titled “Agency and Urgency: The Medium and Its Message,” published on pages
44–57 of Hippie Modernism: The Struggle for Utopia (Walker Art Center, 2015). In Wild and
Karwan’s essay, de Bretteville is heralded as an influential designer that “led projects and
developed strategies that exemplified the new experimental and reformist attitudes about
pedagogy, which continue to resonate today.” De Bretteville is also described as being “part of a
[group of ] influential designers and architects from the late 1960s and early ’70s who began to
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question the hierarchical, authoritarian aspects of design and the fading modern idea that there
were singular formal principles that were universally appropriate.” (p. 54)
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Jenni, Learning from Los Angeles: Pedagogical Predecessors at the Woman’s Building, 40–41.
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Design from 2002–2006.

21 Starting in January 1975, twenty-two women began a 4-month intensive workshop learning
offset lithography, screen printing, and letterpress.

22 de Bretteville, Sheila, conference paper delivered to the American Institute of Architects, July
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23 Artist Books by the likes of Frances Butler, Poltroon, and Ed Ruscha (who began his student
career as the editor of Chouinard’s student newspaper) made a distinct impression on students,
including WGC student and artist, Emily King.

24 Self-publishing was crucial to progression of individual feminist communities in the 1970s,
including the proliferation of lesbian press culture.

25 Such as the Bauhaus-style graphic models that permeated American Modernism via the
emigres who brought them, like Laszlo Mohloy-Nagy at the Institute of Design in Chicago and
Serge Chermayeff at Yale.
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