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Abstract 
Maintenance Works: The Aesthetics and Politics of Collective Support, investigates the 

cultural visibility and value of maintenance labor through a critical examination of 

American visual and material culture post-1969.  Starting from the visual and 

performance practice of self-proclaimed “maintenance artist” Mierle Laderman Ukeles 

and her Manifesto For Maintenance Art 1969!, I develop a conceptual definition of 

maintenance as sustaining activity that occurs across scales, from the intimate labor of 

caring for bodies, to the collective, macro-scale problems of sustaining infrastructures 

and environments.  I argue that with the gesture of assigning her own and others’ 

maintenance labor the status of “artwork” Ukeles’s work prompts a critical re-valuation 

of the visibility and social and economic value of maintenance that resonates with a host 

of historical and contemporary discourses on the gendered and stratified distribution of 

material and social reproduction, including Marxist-feminist approaches to care work, 

critiques of innovation discourse in science and technology studies, and discussions 

about the growing social and economic precarity wrought under neoliberal capitalism in 

recent cultural criticism and critical theory. At the center of both Ukeles’ project and 

these discussions lie important questions about the status, conditions, and social 

distribution of care and support: Who is doing it? How does it get done? How does it 

feel to maintain or be maintained? What happens when practices and structures of social 
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and material support fail, whether through immediate crisis or prolonged neglect? How 

do those affected find ways of maintaining otherwise? Each chapter of Maintenance 

Works approaches these questions by examining the visual and material culture around 

what I define as late 20th-century “crises of maintenance”: shifting economies of care and 

support, global environmental destruction, and institutionalized abandonment and 

neglect.  The cultural objects I discuss span decades and genres, including land and 

environmental art, feminist and queer performance, and social practice. Through these 

material case studies I add important theoretical and cultural foundation to 

contemporary discussions on care, precarity, and sustainability across disciplines from 

queer and feminist theory to eco-critical humanities, to science and technology studies, 

and center the production and reception of artwork as sites for critical inquiry and 

knowledge production. 
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Introduction: On Maintenance 
Two Basic Systems: Development and Maintenance.1 

Once you start to see bad debt, you start to see it everywhere, hear it everywhere, 
feel it everywhere.2 

 
Maintenance refers to action taken to preserve a thing or the state of a thing, be 

that thing an organism, a household, an infrastructure, an ecosystem, or an institution. 

This kind of activity can be so habitual and ongoing that it falls into the background, but 

start looking for maintenance, and you will find it everywhere.  By way of 

demonstration, take a minute now to think about everything you’ve done so far today to 

get to this moment.  Even if this is the first thing you’re reading, you’ve probably 

performed several actions to take care of your body and/or your household since waking 

up: bathing, making food and eating, making coffee, and getting dressed.  This may in 

fact be the first time you’re thinking about them intentionally in a while, but these are all 

personal, habitual maintenance routines; the basic, life-sustaining tasks we perform to 

care for ourselves and any human and/or nonhuman others in our stead. And even more 

broadly, if you used a road, a network, or any other common infrastructure to arrive 

where you are right now physically or virtually (you have), you’ve also relied on the 

enduring maintenance work of the people who design, build, and repair these structures 

 

1 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, MANIFESTO FOR MAINTENANCE ART 1969! Proposal for an exhibition: “CARE”, 
reprinted in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 210. 
2 Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, The Undercommons, 62. 
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and supportive systems that go on softly humming until they fail, and the flow of cars, 

or people, or water, or electricity, or data is suspended.  In fact, the task of tracing back 

all the maintenance work that supports the rest of our doing could become endless.  Not 

that long ago, the journalist A.J. Jacobs, trying to get to the bottom of this law of support, 

set around the problem of thanking every single person involved in the simple act of 

procuring his morning coffee, which he enviably does not make for himself. 3 That 

journey took him from a barista, to a delivery worker, to the person who sourced the 

beans at the coffee roaster, and the people that grew them, even the workers who paved 

the road the delivery truck drove on, and those who mixed the paint for its yellow lines.  

In his research he thanked a thousand people and still felt as if he was only scratching 

the surface of a massive and complex structural foundation of necessity, an invisible 

underside that buttresses the circulation of global commodities and streamlines the 

contours of the human desires and needs with which those relations are enmeshed. 

Another way to get a handle on a concept like maintenance is to try to imagine 

its opposite: the experience of what it’s like not being maintained, to feel unstable, to be 

without support.  Since at least the early 2000s radical left political organizers and 

critical theorists have been using the term “precarity” to describe the real-world 

conditions of living under political-economic regimes of globalized neoliberalism since 

the 1970s.  Scholars like the critical theorists Lauren Berlant and Judith Butler and 

 

3 A.J. Jacobs, Thanks A Thousand: A Gratitude Journey.  
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political theorists like Wendy Brown and Nancy Fraser, among many others across 

humanities and critical theory, talk about  shrinking social safety nets, failing public 

institutions, growing private wealth, and more casualized labor, living on a warming 

planet with exhausted natural resources, rising seas, and ever-more-destructive natural 

disasters, which combined have resulted in differentially distributed but widespread 

conditional and structural insecurities over access to clean water, food, housing, and the 

ability to earn a wage to meet basic needs for a growing global population within the 

structures and arrangements of contemporary capitalism.4  In other words, there is a 

crisis of late capitalism, a conflict of priorities and forces with the institutions and forms 

that provide basic means of social and material reproduction within the social, that is in 

many ways centered around problems of maintenance, its distribution, and the question 

of who can maintain, and how well. 

 

4 “Precarity” (a material and social condition) and “Precariat” (a political subjectivity) first arose as concepts 
in political organizing in Europe with groups like San Precario in Italy (2004), Precarias a la Deriva in Spain 
(2006), and the transnational Euro May Day actions starting in Milan in the early 2000s.  These protests have 
often featured intersectional alliances of migrant workers, culture workers, other precarious laborers, and 
youth. For general definitions and debates precarity as a political concept and subject formation see Isabel 
Lorey, State of Insecurity: Government of the Precarious; Angela Mitropoulos, “Preacri-Us?”; Brett Neilson and 
Ned Rossiter, “Precarity as a Political Concept, or, Fordism as Exception”; Brett Neilson and Ned Rossiter, 
“From Precarity to Precariousness and Back Again: Labour, Life and Unstable Networks”; and Guy 
Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class. My understanding of the concept here, which emphasizes 
both political-economic-social conditions and precariousness as a basic psychic and material reality for 
living beings that is managed through processes of social reproduction, institutions, and practices of care, is 
primarily influenced by the feminist and queer approaches articulated by scholars like Lauren Berlant, 
Judith Butler and the “crisis of care” articulated by feminist theorists of social reproduction.  See especially, 
Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism; Judith Butler, Precarious Life: the Powers of Mourning and Violence; Judith 
Butler, “Performativity, Precarity, and Sexual Politics”; Jasbir Puar, ed. “Precarity Talk: A Virtual 
Roundtable with Lauren Berlant, Judith Butler, Bojana Cvejic, Isabel Lorey, Jasbir Puar, and Ana 
Vijanorvic”; Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos; and Nancy Fraser, “Contradictions of Capital and Care.” 
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Beyond the frame of this specific historical moment conditioned by shifting 

economic and structural support, however, there is a broader view: just as maintenance 

considered widely can name the very fact of collective supportive infrastructure and 

individual modes of bodily reproduction, so does precariousness in a broader sense 

point to a generalizable condition of life, or, as Ned Rossiter and Brett Neilson have put 

it following Judith Butler, precariousness is, “an ontological or existential category that 

describes the common, but unevenly distributed, fragility of corporeal existence.”5  

Precariousness in this sense, as distinct but related to specific historical conditions of 

economic or social precarity, names a condition of all living bodies in the fact of their 

bodily vulnerability, entangled with environments and other living and non-living 

things that are, at turns, accommodating and hostile.  In short, precariousness, the ever-

present possibility of injury or death, is a fact of life. Neilson, Rossiter, Butler, Lauren 

Berlant, Michael Hardt, and many others have argued for various means of 

understanding what it means to be precarious, either as a general condition or the 

historically specific and late-capitalist contemporary sense, as a foundation for 

constructing new kinds of political subjectivity, ones not based on a theory of the 

individual subject endowed with certain inalienable (or ineluctably “human”) “rights,” 

 

5 Brett Neilson and Ned Rossiter, “From Precarity to Precariousness and Back Again,” (2005), n.p.; Judith 
Butler, Precarious Life.  
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but rather on the collective vulnerability of living beings, which may include the more-

than-human, and the right for their lives to be grieved.6 

Against this backdrop of precarity as a political subjectivity and precariousness 

as a general condition, in this dissertation I want to think about intentionally doing the 

work of maintenance as a tactic.  If precariousness is an ontological and social-historical 

problem, maintenance work is how it is dealt with, whether it is considered or not, 

though my argument is that we should consider it, and much more so at that.  

Maintenance processes take place both at a structural level through collective means of 

support like formal and informal institutions, infrastructures, as well as within and 

below the level of the individual, in our daily routines of relational, bodily, and psychic 

preservation and care.  How do individuals and collectives continue to maintain under 

increasing conditions of precarity?  What forms does this take, either individual or 

collective and infrastructural, and what do they feel like?  What doesn’t get maintained, 

and to what effect? How do the answers to these questions reveal underlying regimes of 

knowledge, power, and value? In other words, if precariousness is, as Lauren Berlant 

puts it, “an existential truth about the contingencies of living,” how do individuals and 

collectives react, survive, and even thrive by maintaining? What are the aesthetics and 

politics of this compensatory deployment of maintenance work?7  

 

6 Judith Butler, Precarious Life, xiv-xv.  
7 Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism, 192. 
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The Art of Maintenance: Outline of the Project 

To talk about the aesthetics and politics of a thing is to ask how it is mediated by 

power and what that feels like, and a concern with mediation from the perspective of 

feeling necessarily takes us into the realm of art.  The media theorist Marshall McLuhan 

consistently referred to art as an “anti-environment” for the way in which works of art 

may permit perception of forms of mediation so ubiquitous that they have become an 

environment for life.8  For McLuhan, whether with intention or not, works of art call our 

attention to the way media shape perception, and thus art may serve as a way of 

intervening in the process of mediation.  In this way works of art work through the 

material practice of re-inventing media, but they work on us, too.   

This work thus starts with an art of maintenance, and the revelatory artistic 

production of Mierle Laderman Ukeles, whose work on maintenance work explores this 

hidden and ubiquitous law of support.  Since 1969, when Ukeles wrote a manifesto 

 

8 “One of the peculiarities of art,” according to McLuhan, “is to serve as anti-environment, a probe that 
makes the environment visible.”  In the essay cited here McLuhan reflects on formal cause (in the 
Aristotelian sense as “design” or “mediation”) in human relations to the world. McLuhan outlines several 
important arguments about the perceptual effects of media, which he refers to as “environment” to 
underline the tendency of any media technology—language, writing, Television, etc.—to alter and shape 
human sensory ratios, and therefore have unforeseeable psychic and social effects.  He notes, for example, 
how the printing press helped to create the ideas of both “public” and “Nation” as environments, where in 
turn the mass media forms enabled by new electronic media remediate the “public” (or perhaps we could 
say, ‘the social’) as their content and become environment themselves (p. 12).  McLuhan also argues that the 
human response to the transformative effects of new technologies is often to try and “put humpty-dumpty 
back together again,” in other words, to reactively try to return to a pre-mediated state or order (p. 10).  This 
results in a failure to understand the perceptual effects of any new media, or to develop anti-environmental 
strategies to control those effects (p. 10). I would call this tendency an example of reactionary maintenance, 
and I agree with McLuhan that it results in “an innumerable series of problems and confusions,” (p.6) which 
I will discuss at length below. Marshall McLuhan, “The Relation of Environment to Anti-Environment,” 
Marshall McLuhan Unbound, no. 4. 
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declaring her artwork “maintenance,” and her maintenance work, “art,” she has been 

designing, building, and performing large-scale works devoted to the actors, systems, 

and performance of maintenance, from the domestic labor of cleaning up, to the 

infrastructural scale of urban waste systems, going on to serve for forty years as a self-

funded artist-in residence at the New York City Department of Sanitation.  The first 

chapter of this study, “My Working Will Be the Work,” outlines an aesthetics of 

maintenance through close readings of several of Ukeles’ performance-based works, her 

founding Manifesto for a Maintenance Art, and her other writings.  Ukeles’s proposition to 

make maintenance work her artwork was not simply a Duchampian gesture 

highlighting the social and cultural construction of art and its categories, though it was 

certainly this as well.  The artist also sought to make perceptible something specific 

about maintenance:  how this kind of labor is structurally de-valued and what that looks 

and feels like for the people who do it.  From these works in which Ukeles performs the 

acts of maintenance within the space of art we learn about the temporality of these 

practices in their repetition and ongoing-ness, how they are routinely invisibilized and 

devalued along with the lives of those who maintain, and how those in power can inflict 

violence by not maintaining well or not maintaining at all. At the same time, Ukeles’ 

work on rituals as a form of maintenance point to the fact that maintenance is also a 

process of transformation, a specific kind of attention paid to materials and bodies and 

systems with regenerative and valorizing effects.  Through the maintenance aesthetics in 
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Ukeles’s work I develop a conceptual definition of maintenance work as sustaining 

activity that occurs across scales, from the intimate labor of caring for bodies, to the 

collective, macro-scale problems of sustaining infrastructures and environments.  In 

infrastructural-scale performances like Touch Sanitation Performance: “Handshake Ritual” 

with the workers of the New York City Department of Sanitation (1977-1980), Ukeles uses 

maintenance as both a frame for investigation and an agent of transformation, as she 

studied and then remade the New York City Department of Sanitation by offering a 

handshake of gratitude to every worker in it over the course of two years.   

Throughout these studies I argue that, with the gesture of assigning her own and 

others’ maintenance labor the status of “art,” Ukeles prompts a critical re-valuation of 

the visibility and social and economic value of maintenance that adds to contemporary 

discourses on the precarious, gendered, and stratified labor of social reproduction, 

including Marxist-feminist approaches to care work, radical left discourses on precarity, 

and critiques of innovation-speak in science and technology studies.9  As several 

scholars have pointed out, re-centering the foundational and necessary work of 

maintenance offers a critical rebuttal to ideologies of innovation, as well as a 

deconstructive approach to gendered and racialized divisions of labor, and I echo these.  

My research also furthers this work by contextualizing Ukeles’s theorization of 

 

9 For a succinct outline of what feminists have called the ‘crisis of care’ under neoliberal capitalism, see 
Nancy Fraser, “Contradictions of Capital and Care.” 
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maintenance systems as model for politics in response to the neoliberal economic forces 

reshaping the urban landscape and its systems of collective support after New York 

City’s 1974 fiscal crisis.  Well-attuned to the intricacies of the city’s problems of financial 

governance, after she started working with the DSNY, Ukeles began to develop a politics 

of urban citizenship through sanitation, seeing collective waste and its necessary 

remediation through collective systems as a material model for human interdependence.  

In a way that prefigures recent writing on precariousness, by 1984 Ukeles was thinking 

about waste and sanitation as “the perfect model of the inherent restrictiveness imposed 

by living inside our corporeal bodies,” because a system like sanitation is part of the 

larger city system in which every user is implicated as co-producer, co-owner, and co-

dependent.10 While I trouble the language of ownership and individualism that Ukeles 

tends to fall back on, I also take up her proposition of understanding maintenance as a 

model for thinking political subjectivity and mutual relationality, and as an approach to 

the contemporary politics of precarity referenced above.   

The next two chapters take my understanding of the aesthetics and politics of 

maintenance into artistic case studies concerning specific maintenance crises over the 

past several decades to consider how they are registered and negotiated through art and 

culture.  Chapter 2, “Monuments to the Anthropocene,” looks to late 20th-century 

 

10 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, ”Why Sanitation Can Be Used as a Model for Public Art, 1984,” reproduced in 
Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 217. 
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engagements with environment in art practice, from site-specific monumental sculpture 

to artistic approaches to understanding ecological and social systems, for critical 

perspectives on the aesthetics and politics of environmental crisis encapsulated in our 

contemporary moment in the figure of the Anthropocene hypothesis.  This theory of a 

new geologic and anthropocenically-driven age, as formulated by atmospheric chemists 

Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer at the turn of the 21st century, posits humanity as an 

epoch-defining geological force, as evidenced in the devastating effects certain human 

activities—notably the burning of fossil fuels, among others—have had on the stability 

of global biogeochemical systems and regional ecosystems.11  Human activity is such a 

force, argue Crutzen and Stoermer, that is and will be registered and evident, through 

material traces and mass-species die off, across the geologic record, hence the shift from 

Holocene to Anthropocene.   

In spite of these crushing pronouncements, all is not yet lost, as Crutzen and 

Stoermer also position human technological capacity, in the figure of the noosphere, 

which is itself arguably a core fulcrum of climate change and ecosystem disruption, as 

simultaneously critical to the future maintenance of environmental conditions amenable 

to life on earth.12  In a move that shatters the boundaries between human history and 

environmental and geological history, as well as between nature and culture, humanity, 

 

11 Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer, “The Anthropocene,” 17-18. 
12 Their exact words: “An exciting but also difficult and daunting task lies ahead of the global research and 
engineering community to mankind towards global, sustainable, environmental management.” They’ve 
spelled out the leadership and who that leadership is to govern.  Ibid., 18. 
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in Crutzen and Stoermer’s formulation, finds a new Anthropocene calling as a planetary 

maintainer. In this chapter I build a critical historical genealogy of human-environment 

and nature-culture entanglements through 20th century U.S.-based environmental art to 

think the complexity of this pronouncement.  I do so through an examination of several 

charged 20th century sites: earth works by 1960s land artists Michael Heizer and Robert 

Smithson, a massive open-pit gold mine, a long-term nuclear storage facility and its 

marker, and the desert as a figure of terra incognita and frontier. By positioning these 

land art works and other sites of intense human-environment entanglement as 

“monuments,” or sites of collectively charged and conflicting meaning, I examine the 

complex and contradictory imbrications of the natural and the man-made in our current 

moment of climatic disaster and argue that issues of temporal and scalar mismatch 

ultimately haunt discussions of the Anthropocene in scientific, academic, and artistic 

discourse.  I use the figure of the monument, a public, civic infrastructure and a central 

tool of collective re-valuation in Ukeles’s work, to point to the fact that if it becomes 

incumbent on humanity to perform earth maintenance, collectively registering and 

addressing the conflicting scales, temporalities, and forces at the center of environmental 

crises, will be a crucial foundation for building a politics of survival actually geared 

toward social justice.  Some of this intentional work may ultimately happen through 

collective modes that look less like the rational and explanatory modes of pedagogical 
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politics, and more like the value-producing work of collective ritual embodied in the 

figure of the monument as civic form. 

The final chapter of the dissertation is the longest and attempts to imagine 

answers to some of the questions about the politics of maintenance posed at the outset. 

For Chapter 3, “Against Abandonment: David Wojnarowicz and the art of Queer 

Maintenance,” I return to New York City, this time to the East Village arts scene in the 

middle of the AIDS crisis, tracing a path through the decades of urban “renewal” and 

gentrification that followed, to start to build an alternative politics of maintenance with 

what I call the queer futurity of maintaining otherwise.  Drawing on the queer theory 

and cultural criticism of José Esteban Muñoz, Ann Cvetkovich, Sarah Schulman, Lauren 

Berlant, and Michael Warner, I investigate how queer art and cultural practice and queer 

models of collectivity have emerged through and after AIDS as modes of resilience in 

resistance to the social ostracism and institutional abandonment that have historically 

shaped queer life.  In particular, I am interested in looking at queer art for what Jose 

Esteban Muñoz calls “queer world making,” that is, how cultural production has the 

power to create material spaces within a heteronormative environment for imagining 

other, non-normative worlds.13  In its situated opposition to the present, queer world 

building as theorized by Muñoz is necessarily a disruptive force, but as it is embedded 

in cultural practice, it is also a mode of survival and an investment in futurity as 

 

13 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 35-40; Muñoz, “Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” 6-7. 
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resistance, marking in the present the possibility for what does not yet exist.  In this way, 

as tactics of survival, I argue that queer world-making is a kind of alternative 

maintenance work.  In this chapter I examine the queer futurity of maintaining 

otherwise on three different levels: of the individual in the mode of self-care, the 

relational through care-for-the-other and mourning, and the collective through the 

maintenance of queer counter-public space. 

I begin with the life and work of David Wojnarowicz, a queer activist, writer, and 

multi-media artist who lived and worked in New York City from the late 1970s until his 

death from complications related to AIDS in 1992 at the age of 37, building in that brief 

period a singular body of ferocious and truth-telling work.  In both images and writing 

Wojnarowicz sought to illuminate, deconstruct, and de-naturalize what society takes as 

given and the violence wrought by institutions, hierarchies, and social constructs, a 

battle against what he called the “pre-invented world.”  Largely self-educated, 

Wojnarowicz developed a knack over the course of his short career for translating the 

high theoretical concepts of post-structuralist theory—the social construction of the 

subject and history, the relativism of “truth”, the liberation of desire—into a charged 

and arresting vernacular he expressed in written work and a multimedia visual practice 

dominated by the aesthetics of collage.  Wojnarowicz saw this deconstructive work as 

personal as well, a labor of self-truth that he actualized through travel, attention the 



 

14 

material world, writing, and making art.14  The first part of my study thus focuses on 

Wojnarowicz’s artistic and life practices as a model of self-work, evidence of which has 

been materially maintained in the form of his collected papers housed at the Fales 

Archive in the Bobst building of the New York University Library system.  This rather 

queer collection is itself a kind of permanently unfinished collage and contains 

everything from unfinished artwork, personal correspondence, and artists journals, to 

mix tapes, to-do lists, and various ephemera and other assorted objects found in 

Wojnarowicz’s apartment after his death in 1992.  I concentrate in particular on one of 

these items, a collection of small objects of Wojnarowicz’s own curation that he kept 

under his bed in a wooden box he called “The Magic Box.” On the one hand many of the 

objects in this sub-collection are semantically meaningful for unpacking the artists’ 

dense symbology and even served as raw material traceable across in his films, 

photography and collage.  I am more concerned with unpacking, however, whatever 

intimate and affective resonance these things may have had Wojnarowicz in an 

everyday practice of collecting objects and investing them with private meaning. I think 

of this activity not only as a mode of private queer world-making, or what Wojnarowicz 

called making the world “a little less hostile” through aesthetic experience, but also as 

evidence of what Michel Foucault called an “aesthetics of existence,” an approach to 

 

14 In Wojnarowicz’s words, “I had always believed that change came down to personal action—not just 
language but the idea of self-truth.” Cynthia Carr, Fire in the Belly, 6. 
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ethics founded in care for and work on the self as artistic or aesthetic labor that we could 

think of as a kind of maintenance work.15     

Wojnarowicz also saw writing and image-making as essential tools for survival 

in the world by communicating his experience to others.  He understood artistic 

creativity a mode of agency, especially for those living outside of dominant social and 

cultural norms, and said that expanding the number of non-normative representations 

of reality literally made, “more room in the environment for his existence.”16 In the 

second section of this chapter I thus turn from the aesthetics of self-care to thinking 

about the relational maintenance and care that happens through aesthetic 

communication and image-making.  Looking again to Wojnarowicz’s archive, I find 

such a moment in his collected correspondence: the gift of an image given to him by the 

artist Zoe Leonard in a letter near the end of Wojnarowicz’s life.  In the letter, which was 

written to Wojnarowicz was dying of AIDS, Leonard describes in exquisite detail an 

imagined experience of visiting Niagara Falls.  In this passage Leonard gives 

Wojnarowicz, who by that point was confined to his apartment in the East Village and 

could no longer write or make art, an aesthetic experience as a gesture of care.  I connect 

this aesthetic gesture to other parts of Leonard’s work, where she has concentrated on 

 

15  There are several texts in which Foucault discusses the ethical turn he made at the end of his career, 
looking to Greek and Roman philosophers of ascetic self-work in order to think ethics apart from the 
Western tradition of natural right. For a summary of this thinking see, Michel Foucault, “The Ethics of the 
Concern for the Self as a Practice of Freedom,” in Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth, 281-301. Wojnarowicz talks 
about making the world less hostile in Close to the Knives, 120. 
16 David Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 121. 
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themes of queer identity and representation through archiving, memorial, and 

representing under-represented and everyday realities.  She has even returned to the 

subject of Niagara Falls since, as in 2008 with the installation You See I Am Here After All. 

I read all of these works as a continuation of the theme of maintenance through art and 

the communication of aesthetic experience, and position this kind of communication, 

whether it occurs relationally between people or as a collective work of archiving and 

memorial, as a technique of survival that is both intimate and communal, and one that 

happens through encounters with art that draw out its enduring cultural position as an 

affective and ritualistic mode of social reproduction. 

My shift from self-care to the collective and relational maintenance that happens 

through cultural production turns back to the political to think about the maintenance 

work that is necessary on a collective level to preserve ongoing queer subcultural 

practice. My conclusion to this chapter thus also shifts from the past of the archive and 

the memorial to New York City’s contemporary queer nightlife scene.  To examine queer 

rituals of maintenance in the communal form I look at the work of Switch n’ Play, a 

queer drag and burlesque performance collective that has been hosting regular shows in 

New York City since 2006.  As a co-founder of Switch n’ Play, the story I tell also weaves 

back into my own, and I examine the work of the collective against the background of 

the hyper-gentrifying city of the Bloomberg years.  With the rapidly rising commercial 

rents of the early 2000s, many underground arts and performance venues have 
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struggled to stay in business, and the queer nightlife scene that artists and performers 

aim to serve has shifted to an ecosystem of nomadic parties and events that circulate 

around the city’s few remaining gay bars and other queer-friendly spaces.  Amid this 

changing landscape, SnP formed as a loose collective of amateurs with day jobs looking 

to create a space for experimental drag and burlesque performance.  SnP was able to 

nurture an ongoing scene in the form of a series of regular drag shows by partnering 

with queer-friendly venues, building relations of mutual aid with venue owners by 

providing them with packed rooms of paying customers in exchange for the venues’ 

performance infrastructure (sound systems, stages, lights) and spaces.  More than this, 

the SnP show itself is a lesson in building a supportive collective infrastructure to allow 

for the performance of transgressive, sexually explicit, and/or deeply affective work, and 

I look in detail at the work of Miss Malice, SnP’s long-running host and MC, in 

communicating the boundaries for a space within which this kind of performance can 

happen.  What I find at the Switch n’ Play show is a particularly queer art of 

maintenance, aimed at producing, however fleetingly, what Michael Warner and 

Laurent Berlant would call a queer “counter-public” where non-normative desires and 

sexualities, ones that would be repressed or denied by a heteronormative public sphere, 

can safely, and collectively, appear.17  This turn to the collective also returns us to the 

theme of politics more generally, as laid out at the end of the first chapter.  That is, how 

 

17 Michael Warner and Lauren Berlant, “Sex in Public,” 558-9. 
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can maintenance, as the necessary and ongoing response to ontological precariousness 

as well as the social and political condition of precarity, be a model for political 

subjectivity or an ethics?  I conclude the chapter by locating possible answers in these 

queer versions of maintenance work, from Wojnarowicz’s self-care, to the relational 

maintenance of aesthetic communication, to the collective maintenance ritual and 

memorial through aesthetic practice, to the ongoing queer maintenance work of the 

performance collective.   

Finally, the dissertation concludes where the first chapter starts, with a 

manifesto.  Manifesto for Maintenance, 2021!—Proposal for a (R)evolution: care, updates 

Ukeles’s 1969 vision for maintenance art in light of the problematics and politics of 

maintenance discussed in the preceding chapters and lays a supportive theoretical 

foundation for future maintenance work.   

Maintenance of the Subject and the Subject of Maintenance, or 
What Does Art Do? 

I take Ukeles at her word when she called maintenance work “art.”  Throughout 

this work, I will read aesthetic and cultural experience themselves as modes of 

maintenance because aesthetic expression and its related material and immaterial 

spaces—formal and informal institutions, media cultures, subcultures, genres, styles, 

scenes—are all modes and spaces of social reproduction.  I use the phrase “social 

reproduction” here primarily to mean the processes by which existing social relations 

are reproduced and maintained through (often hegemonic) ideologies, institutions, and 
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differential social expectations about how particular bodies and experiences are 

expected appear in the world, what spaces they can inhabit, and what moves they can 

make.  Reproduction is the means through which such expectations and norms are 

embodied and reproduced in subjects, often to be experienced as a relation to or through 

oneself.  Broadly, this way of thinking about the reproduction of the social relations that 

underlie capitalist production and its enduring exploitations comes out of Louis 

Althusser’s hermeneutical re-readings of Marx in the 1960s and 70s, through which he 

developed a Marxist approach to epistemology by theorizing the ideological 

interpellation of subjects within state capitalism through ideological state apparatuses.18 

By locating processes of subjectivation in institutions like school, church, and factory, 

wherein subjects themselves are reproduced through ideological identification as docile 

bodies in the service of capital, Althusser’s work traces links from the material lived 

reality of daily practice to the reproduction of normative and oppressive structures.  In 

the 1970s and 80s, thinkers like Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault critically expanded 

the terms of Althusser’s theory of ideological subject-formation; Bourdieu through a 

critical sociology of institutions of culture and education, and Foucault by way of a 

historical genealogy of the various institutional practices of subject-formation in Western 

 

18 See especially Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an 
investigation) (January-April 1969),” in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, 127-188. 
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civilization, or what he calls “technologies of the self.”19  While the two thinkers take 

somewhat different approaches historically and methodologically, both point to the 

everyday, material, and performative ways in which bodies are formed into more or less 

acquiescent and self-conscious subjects within structures of normalization, exclusion, 

and differentiation through a kind of bodily training and the ritual transmission of 

symbolic value.   

Foucault took a genealogical approach, documenting the development of 

disciplinary apparatuses and institutional modes of schools, hospitals, psychiatric 

institutions, and prisons in training and reproducing subjects that emerged alongside 

modern democracy and through new practices of surveillance, measurement, and 

calculation, as with the birth of the disciplines of public health, criminology, and 

sociology, for example.20  By way of developing a productive and non-coercive 

understanding of power in this study, Foucault was also concerned with understanding 

how such institutions and forces could contribute to a non-essentialist account of the 

subject and process of subject-formation. In his later work, he would turn explicitly to 

the concept of “care” in his search for a form of ethics and work-on-the-self that differs 

 

19 See especially Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction. Foucault worked on what he called the “genealogy of 
knowledge,” that is, a shift from his earlier “archeological” or synchronic mode of inquiry, for the better part 
of his scholarly career, beginning with the essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” and The History of 
Sexuality, Vol. 1.  On the connections between Althusser and the two later scholars see, Julien Pallotta, 
“Bourdieu’s Engagement with Althusserian Marxism: The Question of the State,” and Warren Montag, 
Althusser and His Contemporaries: Philosophy’s Perpetual War. 
20 See Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison; Foucault, History of Sexuality, Vol. 1, 133-159. 
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from the Western Christian tradition of self-discipline and pastoral conduct upon which 

much of Western political theory is based.21  This later work on the notion of care-of-the-

self opened up my thinking about what relations to the self are nurtured through 

practices of self-work and maintenance, and how this may be a way to ground a non-

essentialist account of subjective agency. 

For his part, what Bourdieu refers to as a habitus, that is, the culturally specific 

and acquired dispositions through which individuals perceive, act, and react in the 

world, can be thought of as the result of a kind of performed and embodied 

maintenance work as well.22  For Bourdieu, the rites and rituals performed within 

institutions, things like examinations, graduations, marriages, and other rites of passage, 

are acts of speech and gesture that are constitutive of boundaries, borders, and 

exclusions, differentiating social ranks and positions in ways that structure material 

lives. In his concentration on actual practices and acts in the reproduction of enduring 

social and cultural forms, Bourdieu also lends us a broader definition of what an 

institution might be: he used the word not just in the sense of an established enduring 

organization like family, corporation, or state, but also in the less formal sense of a more 

or less ephemeral field of social relations, perhaps a subculture or a scene, in which 

 

21 See, for example, the essays “Technologies of the Self,” “On the Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview of 
Work in Progress,” and “The Ethics of the Concern of the Self as a Practice of Freedom,” in Ethics: Essential 
Works of Foucault 1954-1984, 223-301. 
22 John B. Thompson, “Editor’s Introduction,” in Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 12. 
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subjects, positions, and the relations themselves are reproduced through ritualized and 

repetitive forms of behavior.23   

Meanwhile, in the 1960s and 1970s the U.S. artists that are the focus of my 

research were, in various ways, problematizing arts institutions and their role in the 

social reproduction of capitalist relations by challenging the status of the art object itself 

as a commodity form.24  Both Ukeles’s performance-based work on maintenance and the 

land and environmental art discussed in Chapter 2 were critical parts of this movement 

of artists rejecting established modes of object-making and traditional and 

institutionalized spaces of display by making work out in the physical environment or 

producing work through performance, process, and ephemeral forms.  For Ukeles the 

avant-garde proclamations embedded in these moves, which she understood broadly in 

the Duchampian spirit of declaring non-art (spaces, materials, processes, and acts) as 

“art,” were themselves often “infected by strains of maintenance ideas, maintenance 

activities, and maintenance materials.”25  That is, in Ukeles’s understanding, no matter 

what transgressive rejection of commodity status or re-unification of art and life the  

avant-garde work around her was hoping to achieve, in declaring its work as art it 

automatically pulled along with it the rituals, practices, and structures of art’s 

 

23 Ibid., 8; Pierre Bourdieu, “Rites of Institution,“ in Language and Symbolic Power: 117-126. 
24 Of course, this was not the only impetus for a “dematerialized” art, but it was one shared among many. 
For an excellent overview of artists and works see Lucy Lippard, Six Years: The dematerialization of the art 
object from 1966-72 and the two volumes of artists’ writings edited by Alexander Alberro and Blake 
Stimson, Institutional Critique: An Anthology of Artist’s Writings, and Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology. 
25 Ukeles, MANIFESTO, in Phillips, 210. 
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institutional surround. Or, as Andrea Fraser put it in her 2005 essay, “From the Critique 

of Institutions to the Institution of Critique, ”the institution of art is internalized, 

embodied, and performed by individuals” and “exists in the interests, aspiration, and 

criteria of value that orient our actions and define our sense of worth.”26 I will return to 

this connection of value-generating ritual acts and the production and the reproduction 

of institutions at length when looking at Ukeles’s maintenance rituals in Chapter 1, and 

again in the last section of Chapter 3, when considering the radically transgressive 

institutional modes in the queer nightlife scene.  In short, this understanding of an 

institution in the broad sense as an identifiable and communal social form reproduced 

over time through the repetitious inculcation and acts of its various constituents 

grounds my general understanding that, as sites where social relations are reproduced 

through embodied expression, co-recognition, and identification, no matter how 

ephemeral or informal, institutions are maintenance machines, a point to which I will 

return at the end of this introduction in laying out a series of my preliminary positions 

on maintenance. 

When I look specifically at queer subcultural practices and rituals as means of 

“maintaining otherwise,” in Chapter 3, I draw on the post-colonial, queer, and feminist 

scholars who take up theorists like Althusser, Bourdieu, and Foucault to emphasize the 

 

26 This happens in part through a declaration of a moment, site, or object as “art,” a move Ukeles will use to 
critically examine other kinds of labor as well.  Andrea Fraser, “From the Critique of Institutions to the 
Institution of Critique,” in Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds., Institutional Critique: an Anthology of 
Artist’s Writings, 416, 413-414. 
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processual dimension of subjectivation to underline how as daily, repetitious, and 

material practice it is also a site for agency, resistance, and transformation of hegemonic 

relations, and who have gone on to apply these theories to the cultural activities of non-

dominant social groups: queer people, women, people of color, and colonial and post-

colonial subjects.  Stuart Hall’s work on negotiated reading and minoritarian subcultures 

explicitly looks to Foucault’s later ethical turn and his work on “practices of self-

constitution” and the “deliberate stylization of daily life” to examine the ways in which 

subjects negotiate normalizing regulatory powers in the formation of political identity.27  

Judith Butler has taken up Hall’s work on ritual to discuss how gendered and sexual 

subjects are both formed by socially inculcated “grammars” of the body and also find 

agency and resistance to such normalization through the expression of subcultural 

“styles,” like sadomasochism and kink, the kinds of practices around which 

communities are formed and which have their own rules of legibility.28  Butler’s work on 

gender performativity, as a continuous and reiterative mode through which bodies are 

rendered coherent in discursive and material practices as sexed and gendered subjects 

 

27 Stuart Hall, “Introduction: Who Needs Identity?” in Stuart Hall and Paul du Gay, eds. Questions of Cultural 
Identity, 15; John Clarke, Stuart Hall, Tony Jefferson and Brian Roberts, “Subcultures, cultures, and class,” in 
Resistance through Rituals: Youth Subculture in post-war Britain, 35. In his two later works on the history of 
sexuality, The Use of Pleasure (1987) and The Care of the Self (1988), Foucault’s thinking turns from a more 
objective account of the formation of docile subjects through “disciplinarization,” toward thinking about the 
self-fashioning and self-production of the subject in response to such normalizing regimes.  That is, he 
becomes interested in how, by recognizing themselves (or not) in the position to which they have been 
called through the disciplinary regimes, subjects may come to “acknowledge themselves as subjects of 
desire.” Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, 5. 
28 Judith Butler, “Agencies of Style for a Liminal Subject,” in Paul Gilroy, Lawrence Grossberg, and Angela 
McRobbie, eds. Without Guarantees: In Honour of Stuart Hall, 30-37.  See also, Judith Butler, Gender Trouble. 



 

25 

offers a thoroughly deconstructive and anti-essentialist view of identity and subject 

formation that figures the “normative laws” around sexuality and gender not just as 

constraining, but as theory of power that is generative, inadvertently producing “a 

variety of substitute desires and identities” capable of subverting those very norms.29  

Butler’s work on the ambivalence of drag cultures which seem to both subvert and 

reproduce heterosexualized gender stereotypes and models of kinship, and which 

nevertheless also offer moments of self-making and subjective agency, grounds my own 

discussion of queer drag cultures as scenes of creative and alternative maintenance 

work.30  This play of repressive normalization and transgressive agency within the 

performativity of social reproduction in this sense recalls the central thing Ukeles says 

about maintenance work in her founding Manifesto.  “Two basic systems: Development 

and Maintenance,” Ukeles declares, “The sourball of every revolution: after the 

revolution, who’s going to pick up the garbage on Monday morning?”31  In other words, 

there’s no lasting change without maintenance and reproduction of whatever change is 

made.   

The “who” in Ukeles’s question about the garbage is also an explicitly feminist 

subject.  Her continual attention to the gendered divisions of labor in the distribution of 

maintenance work highlights the other meaning of “social reproduction” that is 

 

29 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble, 97. 
30 See especially Butler, “Gender is Burning,” in Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.”. 
31 Ukeles, MANIFESTO, in Phillips, 210. 



 

26 

significant here, the genealogy of which is separate but overlapping at points with this 

first one, and that is the conception of social reproduction as all of the hidden and often 

gendered and otherwise hierarchized labor that supports the material reproduction of 

life within capitalism; that is, the reproductive practices supporting the worker so they 

can back to the factory or the site of production each morning, fed and rested, to work.  

Alongside Althusser in the 1970s, feminist scholars in Europe and the United States 

were formulating their own critique of orthodox Marxism that centered on the gendered 

division of labor and all of the reproductive work taking place in the private domestic 

sphere—feeding, cleaning, care, child rearing, sexual satisfaction, emotional support—

arguing for its recognition as labor, and showing how the “patriarchal social 

organization” of this labor “was a structural element in capitalist exploitation.”32   The 

real “hidden abode” of capitalism was the home itself, and the subjugation of women as 

“housewives” to economic dependency and endless unrecognized work with no pay.  

Feminists aligned with the Autonomia movement in Italy and the International Wages 

for Housework Campaign across the developed West, activist-scholars like Silvia 

Federici, Mariarosa Dalla Costa, and the American activist Selma James, emphasized the 

structurally foundational role of unwaged domestic and community labor in supporting 

the reproduction of the working class, arguing for both the state to remunerate such 

 

32 Rada Katsarova, “Repression and Resistance on the Terrain of Social Reproduction: Historical Trajectories, 
Contemporary Readings,” 5.  Kastrova provides a brief but comprehensive overview of the various 
meanings of “social reproduction,” concentrating on critical theory and marxist-feminist approaches. See 
also Barbara Laslett and Johanna Brenner, “Gender and Social Reproduction: Historical Perspectives.”  
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work and for it to be organized autonomously from state and economy and under the 

control of those doing it.33   

This political confrontation with unacknowledged domestic labor in many ways 

mirrors Ukeles’s desire to radically revalue her own housework by performing it as art, 

a connection I will explore at length when discussing Ukeles, below.  However, this 

definition of social reproduction as unwaged domestic labor formulated by European 

and American feminists in the 1960s and 70s also had its limits.  For one, it failed to 

consider all of the other waged and/or non-domestic forms of supportive work—

healthcare, childcare, custodial labor—jobs that also tended to be lower-waged and 

structurally devalued, the distribution of which intersected with other historical 

hierarchies of race and geography.  Black feminists in the U.S. and Europe both took up 

and critiqued many of the Wages for Housework movement’s arguments, showing how, 

in defining reproductive labor primarily as “housework” taking place in the domestic 

sphere, they relied on a universalizing and essentialist conception of the category 

“women” and ignored historically racialized relations of work and waged forms of 

domestic labor.  Scholars like Angela Davis and Hazel Carby thus wrote different 

genealogies of the racialization of Black women’s reproductive labor from slavery to 

welfare and formulated different demands around the rejection of reproductive 

 

33 Silvia Federici, “Wages Against Housework,” in Revolution Point Zero, 21; Federici, Wages Against 
Housework. 
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housework.34  In the 1980s and 90s post-colonial feminists lodged their own critiques of 

the essentialism and Euro-centrism of Western feminist accounts focused on liberating 

women from domestic labor, pointing to the micro-politics of culturally specific histories 

of gendered and racialized divisions of labor, as well as the macro-politics of the global 

distribution of reproductive labor as care and service work have become increasingly 

commodified under post-Fordist regimes of globalized labor, and women (white, 

middle-class women, especially) have joined the paid workforce in the West.35   

These debates around social reproduction, both in the gendered sense and in the 

sense of the reproduction of the relations of production within art institutions and 

without, are all relevant theoretical background to understanding the stakes of declaring 

maintenance labor as art, as Ukeles did in 1969.  Social reproduction in one sense is 

about how norms are reproduced through embodied cultural practices; in the other, 

how bodies and lives are reproduced through socially necessary and structurally 

devalued work, a structural hierarchy which itself intersects with the reproduction of 
 

34 For her part, Angela Davis argued for the automation of all boring and stultifying housework. Angela 
Davis, “The Approaching Obsolescence of Housework: A Working-Class Perspective,” in Women, Race, and 
Class.  See also, Hazel Carby, “White Women Listen! Black Feminism and the Boundaries of Sisterhood,” in 
The Empire Strikes Back: Race and Racism in Seventies Britain, 212-235. Another interesting alternative to the 
gender and labor politics of Wages for (against) Housework can be found in Valerie Solanas’s self-published 
1967 SCUM Manifesto, in which Solanas argues that since “life in this society [is], at best, an utter bore,” with 
“no aspect of society being at all relevant to women, there remains to civic-minded, responsible, thrill-
seeking females only to overthrow the government, eliminate the money system, institute complete 
automation and destroy the male sex,” 1.  Solanas famously shot Andy Warhol at the Factory on June 3, 
1968, after accusing Warhol of losing the script of a play she had asked him to produce. 
35 For a critique of the enduring eurocentrism of feminist Marxist discourse see Chandra Talpade Mohanty, 
“’Under Western Eyes’ Revisited: Feminist Solidarity through Anticapitalist Struggles,” 499-535. For 
feminist analysis of globalized domestic and service economies see Barbara Erenreich and Arlie Hochschild, 
eds. Global Woman: Nannies, Maids and Sex Workers in the New Economy. 
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those practices and norms. Ukeles’s performance of maintenance work as art is thus a 

dynamic move that makes visible structurally devalued maintenance work in the world 

at large and within the art institution itself, while using the institution’s own 

reproductive modes as a critical mode of aesthetic re-valuation. 

Why Maintenance Now? Or, 9 Propositions for a Political 
Aesthetics of Maintenance 

I always think that when culture foregrounds something it is because it is needed.  
It could be an idea, an object, whatever. It could have been there for a long, long 
time, but it is only when culture feels it is ready that this object or idea becomes 

important.36 

So far this is a lot of theory before the theme.  When I first physically 

encountered Ukeles’s work in a retrospective at the Queens Museum in New York in 

late November of 2016, I wasn’t yet thinking about all of the totally relevant art historical 

and social context: what maintenance art had to say about the “dematerialization” of art 

in the 60s and 70s, or New York City’s financially strained public infrastructures around 

that time, or the nascent environmental movement in the U.S., or even the 

aforementioned concurrent feminist campaigns around the recognition domestic labor, 

all of which color the context of Ukeles’s practice.  These are all those disciplinary 

moves, the contextualizing of a practice in its time and place in the search for meaning, 

that generally drive the work of art historical analysis.  But my first response to Ukeles’s 

 

36 Felix Gonzalez-Torres interviewed by Tim Rollins, reprinted in Ault, ed. Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 74.  
Emphasis in original. 
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maintenance art was quite personal.  I wasn’t ready to approach maintenance as an 

object of study, to pull back and see how it was working objectively in a specific place 

and time for Ukeles, or how it was responding to specific art historical or theoretical 

problems, without first understanding how I was a subject of maintenance.  The work 

felt needed, in other words, in the way that Felix Gonzalez-Torres means in the quote 

above.  And I was still a spectator, trying to define the shape of that need. 

When I read the opening wall text at the Queens Museum show detailing 

Ukeles’s 1969 Manifesto, which called for a maintenance art and forcefully declared the 

ubiquity and value of maintenance work, my first thought was about my own growing 

sense of contemporary precarity, which, as I will show, is not quite the opposite of 

maintenance but is rather a force against which it is posed.  And so, as I made my way 

through the exhibition of work so devotedly documenting the individual and collective 

labors of survival and care and the complex and systemic means that people have found 

to mediate their fundamental vulnerability, my mind was on the myriad contemporary 

failures of maintenance: the instabilities of income, housing, healthcare, and upward 

mobility that have shaped my adult life and those of my friends, in spite of our relative 

privilege; the growing flexibilization of work and the stagnation of wages in the U.S. 

and Western Europe with the rise of neoliberalism and post-Fordist labor arrangements; 

the insecurities wrought by the seemingly unending series of crises in recent decades, 

which we tend to distinguish by name—a housing crisis, the crisis of care, the 
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environmental crisis, the financial crisis, a crisis of fact—though they are really facets of 

the same contradiction between capital and the life forces conscripted to feed it; the 

massive inequalities of wealth, social, and environmental stabilities that stratify relations 

both within the U.S. and between it and much of the rest of less wealthy world and feed 

these crises; and finally, the growing precarization of life-in-general as we hurtle 

forward on our current trajectory toward climate catastrophe.  Maybe Ukeles had been 

way ahead of her time.  A politics and aesthetics of maintenance felt needed to address 

the myriad and interlocking problems of the present moment.  Needed, in the sense that 

maintenance offers the space to imagine something other than the ineluctable and 

compounded crises of the present, and not as a utopian exit from precariousness or a 

disavowal, but because, and this is the first proposition, #1: maintenance work embraces 

vulnerability as a general condition of life and the experience of living.  To maintain well 

means to accept death as inevitable, and to maintain anyway. 

Maintenance then became a way of thinking about my ongoing research on the 

history of land and environmental art in the United States, the shifting relationships to 

this new object, the Earth, and how it had been more or less invented as a specific kind 

of object—as an object of study, of imaginary universalities, of cultural anxieties, and of 

care and concern—both through its visual imaging starting in the 1960s with the Space 

Race era, and through evolving cultural and scientific discourses on the increasingly 
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threatened environment.37  I had been trying to connect this work up with another area 

of research on the Anthropocene era thesis in geology, which proposes an end to the 

climatic stability of the Holocene era with the emergence of the human species as a 

geologic-scale force, and which I thus contend, along with many others, is also borne of 

a totalizing, universalizing and objectifying planetary imaginary. 

According to the media theorist Marshall McLuhan, what the space race and its 

satellite infrastructure created was not just a new media, but, as with all new media, a 

new “environment” for living.  The newspaper and mass media, for example, created an 

environment of available information and something called the public as its audience 

and content; so, too, the presence of human artifacts in space and humans looking back 

at the planet created the planet itself as something he called a the ”global theater,” a 

“natural world completely enclosed in a man-made container.”38  As I understand it, 

McLuhan’s new “environment” and the perceptive apparatus that enabled it is 

inseparable from the modes of scientific looking that brought us the figure of the 

Anthropocene as a new geologic age.  This connection, along with Ukeles’s own 

proposition that so much of avant-garde and dematerialized art to which the 1960s and 

70s land art is in fact full of “maintenance ideas,” allowed me imagine the Anthropocene 

 

37 For my previous work on this see Max Symuleski, “Earth, World, Globe: Phenomenological 
Considerations of the Contemporary Planetary Landscape,” 
http://widok.hmfactory.com/index.php/one/article/view/222/458.  
38 Marshall McLuhan, “at the moment of Sputnik the planet became a global theater in which there are no 
spectators but only actors,” in Terrence W. Gordon, ed. McLuhan Unbound, no. 5, 6. 
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as land art work wherein the Earth itself becomes an object of maintenance, which, as I 

will show, is both a promise and a threat depending on how you look at it.  My position 

is that we need to look at it, and ask about the maintenance of what, and for whom?    

If maintenance can be done better, or differently—and I think the thrust of 

Ukeles’s position as an artist is that maintenance is made better when it is acknowledged 

and made visible—perhaps the experimental space afforded by aesthetic perception can 

be a way to think about Earth maintenance, and perhaps there are new positions of 

environmental, human, and non-human agency that may be opened by a maintenance 

perspective.  Thus, proposition #2: maintenance positions both subject and object, maintainer 

and maintained, into a unified whole, calling attention to the reciprocity of maintenance work, 

and how both subject and object may be transformed in the process. This shifted how I saw the 

field work I had already done visiting land art works in the west and helped me connect 

them conceptually to thinking about the human-nature entanglements of the 

Anthropocene. 

I was just back from some Anthropocene fieldwork when the intersections of 

maintenance, environment, politics, and climatic change were made very clear to me in a 

material and present way.  In September of 2017, hurricane Maria, a category 5 monster 

of a storm churned up by the carbon-warmed waters of the mid-Atlantic, laid waste to 

the island of Puerto Rico.  With top wind speeds at over 150-mph, the storm dropped, in 

some places, nearly forty inches of rain in the course of 48 hours, causing catastrophic 
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flooding and storm surge.39  Basic maintenance of island’s power grid, which, due to 

both local corruption and an enduring colonial relationship with the United States that 

has for over a century robbed Puerto Ricans of basic political and economic agency, had 

been neglected for years.40  Maria destroyed nearly all of Puerto Rico’s power 

infrastructure beyond any hope of repair, leaving 3.4 million people in its immediate 

wake—the whole of the commonwealth—without electricity indefinitely.41   

Maria hit especially close because I traveled to Vieques several times in my 20s 

and 30s, the last time in the late spring of 2016.  Since the expansion of direct flight 

service in the 1950s, cheap flights between Puerto Rico and the Eastern United States 

have been the medium of a massive flow of migration and tourism between the island 

and the mainland.42  This is the line of flight and enduring cultural, familial, and 

geographic connection that made the Nuyorican community in New York City in the 

second half of the 20th century.  As a broke Brooklynite, I also frequently took advantage 

of the well-traveled route, heading directly from JFK to San Juan Airport and, once I 

arrived, to the $5 ferry from the terminal in Ceiba over to the island of Vieques, where 

you could rent a decent house for the night for under $70 if you did not mind it being 

 

39 Luis Ferré-Sadurní and Anemona Hartocollis, “Maria Strikes, Puerto Rico Goes Dark,” New York Times. 20 
September 2017. https://nyti.ms/2jNrNH1. Map: Hurricane Maria Estimated Rainfall, National Weather Service 
WFO San Juan, https://www.weather.gov/sju/maria2017. 
40 James Glanz and Frances Robles, “How Storms, Missteps and an Ailing Grid Left Puerto Rico in the Dark, 
New York Times. 6 May 2018, https://nyti.ms/2w0b8qi.  
41 “Hurricane Maria: Puerto Rico May Be Months Without Power.” BBC. 20 September, 2017, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-41340392. 
42 Edgardo Melendez, Sponsored Migration: The State and Puerto Rican Postwar Migration to the United States, 
97-98, 115. 
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relatively spare.   Vieques is about the size of Manhattan but with one one-thousandth of 

its population and vastly less wealth, and a small but vibrant tourist economy based 

around a handful of hotels, hundreds of by-owner options of varying quality, and a few 

local attractions including some decent scuba diving and one of the few remaining 

bioluminescent lagoons on the planet thanks to the island’s intact coastal mangroves.  

There’s also a farmer’s market two days a week where you can buy locally grown 

produce and eggs, a daily fish market by the main port where fisherman sell directly 

from their boats, and a smattering of local restaurants that cater to the wide variety of 

tourist demographics the island serves, including vacationers from both the Puerto 

Rican and U.S. mainlands as well as points further afield.  The culture is friendly, the 

beaches are white ribbons of sand with dark, crystal blue water on one side and tropical 

forest greenery on the other, and did I mention that this scenic serenity and lack of 

development comes in part thanks to the fact that half of Vieques is off-limits because it 

is still riddled with the unspent ammunition left over from the United States Navy’s 

decades-long use of it as a practice target and battle training ground.43   

 

43 The U.S. Navy expropriated two thirds of the land on Vieques in 1941 for use in military training 
operations, which is what they did there, throwing bombs on it, shooting at it from the sea, and running 
amphibious landing exercises on its beaches.  They left the area completely in 2003 but forgot to take their 
unexploded munitions.  The people of Vieques have long protested the presence of the Navy, which they 
see as an occupation has hampered economic development and poisoned the land.  The island had a 
thriving sugar cane industry from the late 19th century until 1941 when the Navy arrived.  These facts and 
the information in the paragraph above were gathered during a trip to the Museo El Fortin de Conde 
Mirasol, Vieques, Puerto Rico in 2016. 
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Sovereignty, which could be framed a right to take care of and maintain oneself, 

has been a struggle on Puerto Rico long before the modern era of modern American 

Imperialism, which officially began when the U.S. acquired Spanish colonies in the 

Pacific and the Caribbean—Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam—at the end of the 

Spanish American War in 1898.  Back in 1509, a little over a decade after Columbus first 

happened upon Puerto Rico on his errant trek to find a new sea-route to the Indies, the 

first Spanish settlers arrived on the clutch of islands and enslaved the native Taíno 

people, whose ancestors had migrated North from South America around 2000 BCE and 

who, at first contact with Europeans, inhabited most of the Caribbean into present-day 

Florida.   Through expropriation, violence, and disease the Spanish decimated a 

population of 30,000 in a matter of decades.  The few remaining Taíno that survived fled 

into the hills of Vieques and intermarried with some of the poorer Spanish farmers.  

Recent DNA research revealed that all remaining indigenous lineage in Puerto Rico’s 

population can be traced back to maternal DNA, meaning that, while they were 

enslaving and killing all of the Taíno men, the Spanish were also impregnating Taíno 

women.44 This underscores the fact that maintenance is deeply tied to reproduction and 

is just one of innumerable examples of how the control of reproductive and life-giving 

forces has been meted through relations of colonial dominance, violence, and 

 

44 Miguel Vilar, “Genogrpahic Project DNA Results Reveal Details of Puerto Rican History,” National 
Geographic Blog, 25 July 2014, https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2014/07/25/genographic-project-dna-
results-reveals-details-of-puerto-rican-history/.  
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exploitation.  In this spirit I offer proposition #3: as reproduction, as care, as a labor of support, 

maintenance is so often exploited, or, as the activist care labor network Pirate Care put it, 

“caring is not always kind,” at least not for the people who do it.45 

Hurricane Maria also felt close because I had recently lived through a hurricane 

myself, or rather a “superstorm”—so not one nearly as strong, nor as destructive, nor as 

fatal—but it gave me a taste of what that experience is like and new imperative to plan 

my future with climate change in mind.  With Superstorm Sandy in 2013, it was not so 

much the wind, though the roar against the windows was at points terrifying, as it was 

the storm surge.  It pushed enough New York Bay water into my neighborhood in Red 

Hook, Brooklyn to drown my 1989 Volvo station wagon over the hood in an oily, 

churning greenish-brown murk, along with all the other cars and lower-floor apartments 

for about 1.5 square miles.  All told, the flood lasted a total of a few hours.  Once the 

water receded, the cars all sat there for months, growing weird, technicolor molds until 

they could be towed out for the junkyard.  

As with many natural disasters, the event itself was not nearly as bad as its 

lasting aftermath, the way it turned my neighborhood into a heterotopic mix of working 

city and post-apocalyptic wasteland.  The morning after was sunny and everything the 

water touched was iridescent with the oil and gasoline from washed out cars.  And 

everyone was outside, walking around in the same unbelieving daze. So, for a moment, 

 

45 Pirate Care, “Pirate Care: A Syllabus,” http://syllabus.pirate.care. 
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it was surreal.  And then it just sucked.  The smell of the bay water-oil-garbage mix off-

gassing from every surface was sickeningly chemical-sweet.  We didn’t have power for 

weeks.  Gas took even longer to be restored because after the pipes were back in place it 

took the gas company another two weeks to fix the meter. Red Hook is cut off 

geographically from the rest of Brooklyn by Highway 278, which runs about two stories 

above ground level right alongside the high-rise housing projects on its Northeast 

border.  When there wasn’t power in those high-rises it meant the elevators didn’t work 

in buildings 14-stories tall.  Elderly people who’d been living there for years were 

marooned in their apartments for weeks with no heat well into a chilly November.  

Neighbors organized to ferry them food and other supplies. The subway doesn’t extend 

through most of the neighborhood either and for months I’d walk those last blocks 

home in the wet November chill listening to the distant hum of a hundred generators, 

my way lit by the violently harsh glare of the police search lights posted out on Van 

Brunt Street in place of the broken street lamps. 

In New York City we had, however complicated, both personal and official 

networks of support and rehabilitative infrastructures.  Once the power came back on, it 

was actually the redoubling of development in the storm’s wake that we had to contend 

with as a community, as it washed out some of the few remaining working-class-owned 

buildings. I was also eventually able to file a grant to FEMA to recoup the temporary 

loss of my living space and permanent loss of my car.  In Puerto Rico, post-Maria, it took 
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almost a year for the Puerto Rico Electric Power Authority (PREPA) to rebuild the 

electrical infrastructure, and months more for service to be fully restored on Puerto 

Rico’s outlying islands.46   

It didn’t take nearly as long for the Island’s troubles to fall out of the news cycle. 

Global warming aside, the abject and systemic failures in Puerto Rico are traceable not 

only to the immediate disaster of the hurricane, but also to what environmental 

humanities scholar Rob Nixon calls “slow violence,” the kind of harm that is rendered 

by those in power against the people and the environments they live in an “incremental 

and accretive” form.47  The power grid in Puerto Rico may have failed because of an 

extreme event: the storm, sure.  The lights were on, then suddenly, they were not, as the 

rain-soaked ground loosened utility poles and the wind rose and threw tree limbs 

against power lines.  But this eventuality was assured by decades of imperial 

exploitation and corruption and infrastructural neglect and maintenance performed 

poorly, or not done at all.  Neglect, the condition of not being maintained, takes time to 

be felt acutely.  Neglect is a pattern. 

Historic racial, ethnic, gender, and economic disparities of maintenance—who 

gets taken care of, and how well—is also why climate change and other forms of 

 

46 Alexia Fernández Campbell, “It took 11 months to restore power to Puerto Rico…” Vox.com, 15 August 
2018, https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/8/15/17692414/puerto-rico-power-electricity-restored-hurricane-
maria; Ed Morales, ”Privatizing Puerto Rico,” The Nation, 14 December 2020, 
https://www.thenation.com/article/world/puerto-rico-privatization-prepa/.  
47 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, 2. 
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environmental degradation have harmed and will continue to harm most those least 

responsible for them, people already living closer to bare subsistence.  This is a core 

tenet of the environmental justice movement, and how it connects other forms of 

justice—racial, economic, and gender justice—to a more equitable distribution of 

environmental resources and hazards.48  This perspective makes clear that the opposite of 

maintenance is not crisis but ongoing abandonment and the resultant entropy, destruction, and 

decay, which is proposition #4.   

Just because it is slow, the violence and destruction wrought by accretive neglect 

is no less spectacular. While it was initially reported there were only 64 fatalities on 

Puerto Rico and its adjacent islands as a direct result of the storm, later estimates figured 

the number to be closer to around 3,000.49  You tend not to notice what’s maintaining 

you until it breaks.  When the electrical grid failed it meant that all kinds of human life-

support systems requiring electricity or navigable roads also stopped working, as did 

the cellphone towers.  Hospitals tend to have backup generators and supplies for this 

scenario, but generally private homes do not.  People couldn’t get necessary supplies 

like prescriptions and oxygen tanks.  The storm also left nearly half of Puerto Rico 

 

48 For a good overview of the environmental justice movement see David Naguib Pellow and Robert J. 
Brulle, eds. Power, Justice and the Environment: A Critical Appraisal of the Environmental Justice Movement. 
49 Ray Sanchez, “How Puerto Rico’s death toll climbed from 64 to 2,975 in Hurricane Maria,” CNN.com, 28 
August 2018, https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/29/us/puerto-rico-growing-death-toll/index.html; “2 Years After 
Hurricane Maria Hit Puerto Rico, The Exact Death Toll Remains Unknown,” NPR.org, 24 September 2019, 
https://www.npr.org/2019/09/24/763958799/2-years-after-hurricane-maria-hit-puerto-rico-the-exact-death-
toll-remains-unkno.     
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without water service, and people got sick from wading in or consuming unclean 

water.50   

Long, slow violence, punctuated by moments of spectacular crisis is what climate 

change will wreak on populations as a consequence of long-term structural processes 

like dispossession, exploitation, and neglect.  But the latter, the moments of crisis—the 

superstorms, the category 5 hurricanes, the fatal heat waves, the record droughts, the 

million-acre forest fires—are what will tend to generate “news.”  As Rob Nixon puts it, 

“[v]iolence is customarily conceived as an event that is immediate in time, explosive and 

spectacular in space and as erupting into instant sensational volatility.”51  And Nixon is 

not alone in turning attention to the difference of this temporal register of slow violence 

rather than the spectacle of crisis.  Lauren Berlant calls the ordinary, everyday structural 

impoverishments that characterize living under neoliberal regimes of austerity and the 

precarious living that results from these policies a “slow death.”52 And anthropologist 

Elizabeth Povinelli characterizes these ongoing and dispersed forms of suffering that 

result from abandonment as “quasi-events.”53  As these and the scholarly works on 

precarity referenced above have demonstrated, slow violence is not only climatic, but 

 

50 “Water Quality in Puerto Rico remains unclear months after…” PBS.org, 14 June 2014, 
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/water-quality-in-puerto-rico-remains-unclear-months-after-
hurricane-
maria#:~:text=Hurricane%20Maria's%20destruction%20knocked%20out,97%20percent%20of%20the%20islan
d.  
51 Nixon, Slow Violence, 4. 
52 Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism, 7. 
53 Elizabeth Povinelli, Economies of Abandonment, 4-5. 
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these deprivations do tend to register on the level of the environmental, whether that is 

natural and eco-systemic, urban, social, or economic, as conditions of existence.54  I’ll 

return to the everyday temporality of abandonment in my discussion of the repetitious 

time of maintenance in Chapter 1 and Anthropocene’s temporal contradictions in 

Chapter 2, but suffice it to say here, this is why Ukeles emphasizes the need to “bring 

maintenance to light,” and make it more visible.  Maintenance is ongoing and 

repetitious, and thus has the kind of temporality that tends to fall below the register of 

conscious experience, even when it is not being hidden on purpose.  Thus, according to 

proposition #5:  Maintenance is so permanent and ongoing, that, like habit, it tends to disappear. 

Slow violence is a kind of injustice made invisible but sensed and experienced in 

the everyday level of environmental precarity and a lack of social support that make the 

simplest works of daily maintenance that much harder.  In Puerto Rico, there’s a term 

for living in conditions not quite amenable to survival, but surviving anyway, in spite of 

the fact.  It is called la brega.55  There’s no direct translation for the word in English but it 

basically means “the struggle”, or like a hustle, not just the predicament but what you 

do to get by.  To me it’s a pithier version of Beckett’s, “You must go on. I can’t go on. I’ll 

go on,” the resigned acceptance of life as a struggle and the notion that in uncertainty 

 

54 Chloe Ahmann, “’IT’S EXHAUSTING TO CREATE AN EVENT OUT OF NOTHING’: Slow Violence and 
the Manipulation of Time,” 144. 
55 This is also the title of a new podcast on the Puerto Rican experience from WNYC, 
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/la-brega.  
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one inevitably rises to the situation and makes do, still wedded to the belief that things 

could and should be otherwise.56   

Rebecca Solnit’s work has also been instrumental in my thinking on this 

imperative toward maintenance, in particular her book A Paradise Built in Hell, in which 

she catalogs a historical collection of large-scale disasters—the 1906 San Francisco 

earthquake, an explosion of a cargo ship in 1917 that devastated a harbor community in 

Halifax, Nova Scotia, New York City after the 9/11 terrorist attacks—and the strategies 

that regular people improvised, collectively, in response to these various crises.  A main 

thrust of Solnit’s argument in this book is to dispel the myth, so central to the 

particularly American forms of individualistic response to contemporary climatic and 

social precarity evident in things like doomsday prepping and survivalism, that when 

pushed to their limits people will automatically turn to violence or competition or fend 

for themselves, as if the destruction pushes society back closer to a Hobbesian state of 

nature, nasty and brutish.57  On the contrary, in the stories that Solnit documents 

everyday people tend to step up to care for one another and organize themselves into 

communities of mutual aid and share resources, information, and skills.  She also shows 

that, moreover, it is the misconception that the normal human response to crisis is a 

tendency to panic and turn on one another—often echoed or sensationalized in media 

 

56 Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable, 134. 
57 On American doomsday culture see Gwendolyn Audrey Foster, Hoarders, Doomsday Preppers, and the 
Culture of the Apocalypse. 
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reporting on crises and disasters and reflected in what Solnit calls the “elite panic” of 

official response—that ends up complicating the self-organized and altruistic efforts of 

people to help one another.58  For example, false reports in 2017 in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina that people stranded and left to fend for themselves in New Orleans 

had turned to violence and looting ended up actually preventing first responders and 

paramedics in some cases from delivering necessary medical care.59  People then started 

dying not from the flood or the storm but from preventable things like thirst, heatstroke, 

and lack of medicine. False perceptions and fake stories of violence made the disaster 

more harrowing and fatal, though they were largely imaginary.   

Solnit shows how moments of crises and disaster breed spontaneous mutual aid 

and altruism, rather than violence and mayhem, and from the perspective of 

maintenance, I concur.  In the wake of Superstorm Sandy, I witnessed New Yorkers 

from all over the city pouring into Red Hook to help individuals and businesses clean 

up.  You see disasters unfold in the globalized media constantly, happening elsewhere 

or otherwise distant.  Then this time, it’s your people. How could you not?  The day after 

the storm, once I had thrown away the sodden atlases and my ruined CD collection and 

all of the other stuff I had been storing in my car, now definitively turned to waste, 

Justine, my partner at the time, and I walked up Van Brunt Street to the Ice House, our 

 

58 Solnit, A Paradise Built in Hell, 21, 36-7, 234-5. 
59 Ibid., 231-236. 
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beloved neighborhood dive, along with some other local regulars, to help owners and 

staff rinse the salvageable beer bottles in bleach water. 

The disaster sociology that Solnit surveys shows how cataclysmic events are 

transformative beyond this as well.60  Disaster tends to expose existing and systemic 

inequities, inadequacies, and failures.  It also tends to exacerbate them, making the 

aftermath of disaster a time when social injustices become that much more visceral, but 

also visible, as in the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic when we learned what an essential 

worker is and that it also often means being poorly paid and more exposed.  The virus 

made evident in terms of life and death the vast racial and class inequities of access to 

healthcare, safe housing, and adequate resources.  It also made these inequities material 

in a new way.  COVID-19 became the next new thing that was more likely to sicken or 

kill you if you were poor or a person of color in the United States, either from 

underlying conditions, greater exposure, or less access to healthcare.61  This is in keeping 

with proposition #6: crises, disasters, and catastrophic events expose and exacerbate existing 

exploitations and inequalities of maintenance, as well as abandonment as maintenance not done. 

But the necessity of fixing what is then visibly broken can also, and often through this 

new visibility, become an occasion for new possibilities—building back better, or at least 

differently.  When Ukeles asks, “After the revolution, who’s going to pick up the 

 

60 Ibid., 79-80. 
61 Manny Fernandez, et.al. “The Virus Is Devastating the U.S., and Leaving an Uneven Toll,” New York 
Times, 4 December 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/04/us/covid-united-states-surge.html.  
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garbage on Monday morning?” she’s stating a problem, but also showing how attending 

to maintenance offers a new position for a revolutionary subject.62   

Studies of disaster, crisis, and infrastructural-scale failures also led me to the 

Maintainers Network, a group of scholars, technicians, activists, and industry 

professionals calling attention to the importance of practices of maintenance and repair 

in contemporary science and technology studies scholarship and industry discourse.  An 

initiative spearheaded by STS scholars Andrew Russell and Lee Vinsel and organized 

around a web community and a series of conferences, the Maintainers aim to remedy 

what they see as the dominance of “innovation speak” in science and technology 

studies, and in the social and political discourses around technology more broadly.63  

Scholars in the Maintainers Network aim to draw attention to actual use cases over 

technical promises; the intersections of digital media with environmental destruction 

and existing social inequalities; and the actual, material labor that goes into maintaining 

digital and technical infrastructures, from the work of managing constantly shifting 

technical standards and protocols for digital and networked media, to the immaterial 

labor of moderating violent, offensive, and “toxic” content in online communities.64  This 

kind of research applies Ukeles’s understanding that maintenance is a necessary part of 

 

62 Ukeles, MANIFESTO, in Phillips, 210. 
63 Andrew Russell and Lee Vinsel, “Lets Get Excited About Maintenance, “ n.p.  For an extended outline of 
the Maintainers project and a selection of areas of new research on maintenance, see Andrew Russell and 
Lee Vinsel, The Innovation Delusion, and The Maintainers website, https://themaintainers.org/.  
64 On online content moderation as maintenance work see Sarah T. Roberts’ recent ethnographic study of 
content moderators, Behind the Screen: Content Moderation in the Shadows of Social Media. 
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development in order to “preserve the new; sustain the change; protect process; defend 

and prolong the advance,”65 It also brings us to proposition #7, that maintenance, 

development, and innovation are all enduringly intertwined. Many digital media, even those 

that attempt to eliminate or address maintenance issues, in fact reproduce a host of new 

ones to deal with.  

Ukeles’s rather capacious conception of maintenance also allowed me to see 

scholarly initiatives like the Maintainers as just one part of a broader shift to what I 

would call “maintenance themes” across the humanities and social sciences in recent 

years, which have coalesced into a new interdisciplinary field of “eco-critical” 

approaches to the study of human culture and its environmental entanglements.66  In 

media studies, scholars like Sean Cubitt, Lisa Parks, Nicole Starosielski, and Jennifer 

Gabrys are opening up new fields of environmentally oriented media studies, looking at 

the materiality of digital media, the multi-scalar ecological systems with which they are 

enmeshed, and how this reality needs to be a more visible part of digital media’s 

cultural significance. 67  The aesthetics of futurity—reflected in the shiny chrome of a 

laptop or the imaginary of weightlessness and immateriality invoked by terms like “the 

cloud” and “cyberspace”—belie the destructive, resource intensive, and toxic realities of 

digital media along the full length of the commodity chain from raw materials and 

 

65 Ukeles, MANIFESTO, in Phillips, 210. 
66 For an overview of eco-criticism in the humanities, see Allison Carruth, “Ecological Media Studies and the 
Matter of Digital Technologies,” 364-66. 
67 Sean Cubitt, Finite Media. 



 

48 

production to their consumption and transformation into e-waste. In his book Finite 

Media, Sean Cubitt emphasizes the dependence of all digital media on material 

substrates: bulk metals, rare earths, and precious minerals.  He then documents how the 

mining practices around these materials are massively resource intensive, often 

exploitative, environmentally destructive, and toxic both for humans and ecosystems.68 

At the other end of the chain, my experiences as an e-waste technician, taking 

apart old computers and sorting their parts for the first level of waste processing, made 

apparent how our electronic items are made to seem impenetrably hard to fix. It also 

made sensible the amount of needless waste this produces.  Have you ever noticed how 

a MacBook has the tiniest of little screws and almost no seams?  Inside the thing they use 

tactics like soldering replaceable parts—RAM, logic boards, video cards—directly to the 

body of the machine, so that if one of them breaks you must scrap the whole thing.69 The 

scraps I made of no longer usable machines were bound for further processing and then 

disposal, but not anywhere in the U.S., though it is the largest global producer of e-

waste.  In 2019, an estimated 15% of this waste was properly documented and recycled.70  

A lot of it gets shipped overseas, often to nations with less regulation and oversight, 

where it ends up improperly broken down and dumped in in rural communities, the 

 

68 Ibid., 63-78. 
69 Online organizations like ifixit.com aim to rectify some of these issues.  Ifixit maintains a wiki of 
comprehensive how-to repair manuals for a wide variety of electronics and appliances.  They’re also a 
consumer advocate for the right to repair. See https://www.ifixit.com/Right-to-Repair/Intro. 
70 The Global E-Waste Statistics Partnership, https://globalewaste.org/statistics/country/united-states-of-
america/2019/. 
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toxic materials mentioned in the paragraph above—rare earth minerals as well as other 

chemical flame retardants sprayed on electronics in production to keep them from 

catching on fire, leaching into drinking water and contaminating soils.71 Planned 

obsolescence, the tendency for computers and phones to wear out in time for a new 

model to become available, is a maintenance aesthetics in itself in that its driven by a 

need to preserve our sense of wonder and desire for the latest and most advanced 

technological things.  “Obsolescence,” writes Jennifer Gabrys, “is not so much 

innovation in reverse as it is the ongoing maintenance of a sense of technological 

development.”72   Again, we find the entanglements of innovation and maintenance, or, 

as Maintainer’s network scholars Andrew Russell and Lee Vinsel document in their 

book, The Innovation Delusion, there’s no innovation without maintenance, and doing 

maintenance well requires innovation. 73 

My research on digital supply chains and the materiality of digital 

infrastructures made manifest in infrastructural and resource intensive forms like 

undersea cable networks and server farms, also got me thinking about the relationship 

between maintenance and infrastructure.  I have found anthropologist Brian Larkin’s 

definition of infrastructure to be the most thorough in this regard.  “Infrastructures,” 

Larkin writes: 

 

71 Gabrys, Digital Rubbish, 127-145. 
72 Ibid., 116. 
73 Russel and Vinsel, The Innovation Delusion, 14-15. 
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are built networks that facilitate the flow of goods, people, or ideas, 
and allow for their exchange over space.  As physical forms they shape 
the very nature of a network, the speed and direction of its movement, 
its temporalities, and its vulnerability to breakdown. They comprise 
the architecture for circulation, literally providing the undergirding of 
modern societies, and they generate the ambient environment of 
everyday life.”74 

There are so many maintenance ideas in there: facilitate, vulnerability, undergirding, 

and creating an “environment for life.” Infrastructure seems to me to be a material 

manifestation and form of maintenance, the actual architectures that provide the means 

for relational connection and material support, conditions essential to life.  Like 

maintenance, it tends to fall out of perception because, as Larkin puts it, infrastructure is 

at once a thing and a “relation between things.”75 Infrastructures are systemic and 

layered. They enfold and remediate one another.  Take a road, for example, which 

mediates the flow of motor vehicles, these themselves reliant on global supply chains of 

oil or the electrical grid, not to mention the networks of standardized knowledge 

embodied in auto mechanics.  And the road itself could be seen as one part of a much 

greater network of logistics including rail lines and shipping lanes, which are 

themselves orchestrated by people in concert with computers running complex 

algorithms.76   

 

74 Brian Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” 328. 
75 Ibid., 329. 
76 For a good media theory of logistics see Ned Rossiter, Software, Infrastructure, Labor: A Media Theory of 
Logistical Nightmares. 
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All of this is quite material, but not all entirely visible, in the book ordered online 

from Amazon that arrives the next day.  One of Ukeles’s self-imposed tasks as an artist-

in-residence with the DSNY was to try to make visible and sensible the multi-scalar and 

interlocking infrastructures of waste processing that composed the sanitation 

department and included, among other things, people, material,77 trucks, street 

sweepers, barges, landfills, processing facilities, and the rivers and streets of New York 

City.  This meant working on multi-scalar levels and different temporalities within the 

system itself, all of its different mediations: routes and sites, communication channels, 

bureaucracy, down to the physical choreography of the bodies of the sanitation workers 

with the material of the garbage, as in her epic Touch Sanitation Performance, 1979-80.  To 

touch: Ukeles wanted to get a feel for maintenance.  And of course, maintenance doesn’t 

always feel good, and caring isn’t always kind.  Taking care of the trash, loading it onto 

trucks with giant hydraulic compressing jaws, is still one of the most dangerous 

professions in the United States.  The Sanitation workers Ukeles talked to told her about 

getting cut up and impaled by things people carelessly threw away, or having fingers, 

limbs, bodies, get caught in the machines.   

Infrastructures mediate maintenance, often transferring maintenance’s risks.  

They also mediate power.  As the international care activist network Pirate care put it 

 

77 “Material” is what sanitation workers call garbage, a nod to its diversity of forms and usefulness.  Mierle 
Laderman Ukeles, “DEAR SANMAN, 1979,” reprinted in Phillips, 101. 
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“caring […] always involves power relations.  Processes of discipline, exclusion, and 

harm can operate inside the matrix of care.”78  This happens both through maintenance 

denied or deferred when people are excluded and abandoned, as well as through the 

devaluing of maintenance work itself and the dehumanization of the people who do it.  

Ukeles heard so much from the sanitation workers she worked with about being treated 

like garbage that she devoted a whole piece to it.79  This devaluation of maintenance also 

often intersects with other social hierarchies.  When Martin Luther King, Jr. was 

assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee on April 4, 1968, he was there supporting a strike of 

Black Memphis sanitation workers protesting low pay, dangerous working conditions, 

and enduring racial discrimination within the Memphis Public Works Department.80 The 

protesting Black workers famously carried signs that read, “I AM A MAN.” 

Thinking about infrastructures as multi-scalar, interlocking subjects, objects, 

sites, and systems for maintenance made me realize two things.  First, that all 

infrastructures, both solid things like roads and bridges, and digital infrastructures 

which are made up of an array of “materials” from the encoded bits that make up 

platforms and databases and physical stuff like fiber optic cables and satellites mediate 

 

78 Pirate Care, “Pirate Care: A Syllabus,” http://syllabus.pirate.care.  
79 See Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Touch Sanitation Show Part 2: Cleansing the Bad Names, 1984, in which the 
artist invited 190 spectators from all different backgrounds to cleanse the windows and doors of the Ronald 
Feldman Gallery, on which she had painted many of the disparaging names that the sanitation workers had 
been called on the job, as discovered in her maintenance research with the DSNY. For a description of the 
piece see Phillips, 135-8. 
80 Steve Estes, “’I AM A MAN!’ Race, Masculinity, and the 1968 Memphis Sanitation Workers Strike,” 153-6. 
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relationality, and that this mediation itself is a whole lot of maintenance work, the 

maintenance of relations, of communication, of smooth, and often global, flows.81  The 

second thing is that more and ever more complex and intersecting infrastructures 

require more and ever more complex practices of maintenance.  Relations on all scales 

require maintenance, and this is true of personal relationships as much as it is of large 

scale and complex, multi-system relational networks like the world wide web.  These 

may not be entirely analogous relations—as we will see in the Second Chapter on Earth 

maintenance, meaningful discontinuities in form, power, and function occur with shifts 

in scale.82  However, there are certain terms that are useful for thinking about the 

management of relations and networked systems many scales: signal, noise, 

communication, protocol, standard, vulnerability, security, privacy, trust, control.  All of 

these are maintenance words. 

Furthermore, expansions of infrastructural systems and advances in 

infrastructural-scale technologies often come with a lot of unforeseen complications in 

maintenance and security.83 “Two basic systems,” Ukeles put it, “Development and 

Maintenance.”84 Through use, over time, things break down, either all at once or through 

the slow but inevitable march of entropy.  Roads need patching. The power company 

 

81 On the materiality of digital infrastructures see Sean Cubitt, Finite Media; Nicole Starosielski, The Undersea 
Network; Lisa Parks and Nicole Starosielski, eds., Signal Traffic: Critical Studies of Media Infrastructures; Paul 
N. Edwards, et. al. “Introduction: An Agenda for Infrastructure Studies,” 365-74. 
82 Derek Woods, “Scale Critique for the Anthropocene,” 133. 
83 Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” 339. 
84 Ukeles, “Manifesto for Maintenance Art, 1969!,” in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 210. 
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has to maintain the tree limbs and other foliage around power lines.  Software comes 

with endless bug fixes and updates.  And as conveyors of people, material, and 

information, new digital and analog infrastructures always require new modes of 

governance and control to regulate, secure, and manage these flows, and thus new 

techniques of maintenance.  In the recent documentary, The Social Dilemma, for example, 

whistleblowing former social media technologists uniformly recounted that they never 

meant for the platforms they helped to build to be used to harness human attention with 

such boundless intensity or to fuel the massive spread of misinformation.85  And their 

interviews were conducted before these platforms and the campaigns of misinformation, 

disinformation, conspiracy, and hate that spread on them were implicated in the 

attempted armed overthrow of the U.S. Capitol by racist and xenophobic right-wing 

terrorists and Trump sympathizers on January 6, 2020.  The angry mob was a natural 

outcome of a political base that had been fed disinformation and flat out lies by the 

former president, sympathetic media outlets from Fox News to right wing YouTube 

channels, and like-minded peers, all amplified through platformed, networked media.86  

Platforms like Facebook were not designed for the business of governance, and yet here 

 

85 The Social Dilemma, dir. Jeff Orlowski, 2020. 
86 Center for an Informed Public, Digital Forensic Research Lab, Graphika, & Stanford Internet Observatory, 
The Long Fuse: Misinformation and the 2020 Election, http://purl.stanford.edu/tr171zs0069.  
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we are.87  All of the above point to proposition #8: maintenance is personal, relational, 

collective; it concerns the distribution of resources and care; it manifests a sense of collective 

value; and maintenance is therefore deeply political.   

This long series of examples and instances of maintenance issues points to the 

fact that for a dissertation about maintenance based around as capacious a definition as 

Ukeles’s, I could have written about nearly anything, from the feminist aesthetics of 

domestic and caring labor, to contemporary new media artists working on digital 

surveillance in networked media, or even an investigation of the maintenance problems 

inherent in new media infrastructures from the resource-intensiveness of computing 

technology to the problem of organizing and securitizing ever-expanding multitudes of 

data in ever-more-connected worlds.88  Perhaps one day I will perform this research and 

write these texts, and I hope others will.  I chose the artists and works I did here because 

I think that in their art they are working on concepts—about relations to nature, to our 

own bodies, and to one another—that are foundational for thinking about maintenance 

 

87 For an excellent overview of the development of Facebook’s policies on censorship and public speech 
listen to the Radiolab episode, “Post No Evil,” 17 August 2018, 
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/post-no-evil.  
88 Lists of artists here could be endless. Take, for example, Mary Kelly’s Post Partum Document, 1973-9, which 
consists of six sections of documentation created on such non-traditional media as used cloth diapers, that 
trace Kelley’s care for, observations of, and relationship with her son from birth to age 5; or Chantal 
Ackerman’s film, Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles, 1975, which chart’s a single mother’s 
daily routine of caring for her son and supporting their lives through sex work, as it slowly and 
spectacularly unravels over the course of three days after a few seemingly minor domestic mishaps.  Trevor 
Paglen, Kate Crawford, Jill Magid, and the documentary filmmaker Laura Poitras are some contemporary 
artist and thinkers working compellingly on the intersections of security, privacy, governance, surveillance, 
and digital and networked media. 
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as it shows up myriad other forms and are therefore relevant to the emerging 

maintenance discourses referenced above.  And they were working on these concepts in 

ways that feel uniquely necessary to now, necessary in the way that Gonzalez-Torres 

meant in the quote at the start of this section.  These works pose questions like, how do 

people maintain within and against institutions and structures that are stolidly built 

around their disempowerment and exclusion?  Or, how do we reckon with our historical 

and ideological construction of the division between nature and culture when the 

Earth’s climate itself becomes something to maintain, as humans are maintained by it? 

When simultaneously, though quite variably by geography and relative wealth, humans 

are the source of the problem?   

These are enormous questions for a globalized society on a finite planet living 

near ecological limits, and they are posed and explicated by the works I look at and 

through the ways that I look at them, rather than solved.  More directly, I’ve relied on 

art to think about the problems and complexities of maintenance because, as a domain of 

aesthesis, art prompts its audience to approach things in a certain way.89  Through 

 

89 My definition of aesthetics and aesthesis is influenced by the work of Susan Buck-Morss, who notes in her 
1992 essay on Walter Benjamin’s aesthetic theory, “Aesthetics and Anaesthetics: Walter Benjamin’s Artwork 
Essay Reconsidered,” that the aesthetic, as in the domain of experience addressed to the embodied senses, or 
what Buck-Morss calls the “sensorium,” is a primary force shaping modern subjectivity, and explicates the 
political and social consequences of this with reference to Bejnamin’s theories about the experiential effects 
of technological reproduction.  Buck-Morss rejects a Kantian notion of the aesthetic as primarily confined to 
the experience of artworks, turning rather to an older Greek concept of Aisthitikos/Aisthisis—perceptive by 
feeling/the sensory experience of perception—and she provides a definition of embodied subjectivity that 
highlights the experience of pre-linguistic, sensory, embodied perception, or what she calls the “synaesthetic 
system” of sense consciousness, a version of subjectivity that is open to the world and “threatens to betray 
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performance, demonstration, representation, and either with or against the grain of 

authorial intention, artworks allow us to question how things become visible, how they 

become sensible, and how they feel.   When I was asked during the examination process 

what it was that I thought art did, I struggled to articulate an immediate answer; I think 

I used someone else’s.  As a practicing artist who feels relatively at home amid other 

artists and artwork, it is a question I’ve always had a handle on intuitively but have 

rarely found necessary to put into words. The work I like works when it works, I know 

it when I see it, and it changes the view.   

Still, it feels like an important question to answer.  In the process of researching 

this dissertation I started paying attention to statements about what it is that art does 

made by artists and people who talk about art.  Marshall McLuhan, for example, called 
 

 

the language of reason, undermining its philosophical sovereignty” (6, 13-15).   Buck-Morss argues that 
modern sensorial experience in late capitalism, formed through the novel intensity and speed the urban 
industrial landscape and the proliferation of technologically reproduced images, is one of a “simultaneity of 
overstimulation and numbness” (18).  The subject, overwhelmed by the overstimulation of the senses, must 
compensate for this shock to the sensory apparatus by numbing its own synaesthetic system—through 
drugs, therapy, entertainments, and “phantasmagoria” of total sensory experiences that proliferate in late 
capitalist environments—shopping malls, airports, theme parks.  This is what makes politics aesthetic for 
Buck-Morss, and she notes that “phantasmagoria” was the term Marx used to describe the fictive and 
spectacular world of commodities that conceal every trace of the actual labor that produced them (25). 
Spectacles become an ameliorative experience to the counter-phantasmagoric of sensory and experiential 
fragmentation experienced in the factory and workplace. Or, as with fascism, the compensatory experience 
is the aestheticization, through images, myths, propaganda, of the whole social body as a pure and 
rationally ordered whole (35).  This is why, according to Buck-Morss, Benjamin called fascism the 
“aestheticization of politics.”  Buck-Morss thus reads Benjamin’s call to “politicize art,” as one way of 
thinking about how art, perhaps precisely through an examination of the sensorial experience of the real 
offered through technological mediation, can offer the possibility of non-alienated sensory experience. This 
turn to a pre-rational, affective, and embodied foundation for political subjectivity is reflected across the 
scholarship that grounds my thinking, in particular theories of desire and politics and non-linguistic 
political expression found in the work of Lauren Berlant, José Esteban Muñoz, and Judith Butler.   
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artworks “anti-environments” for the way that they often attune us to the affordances of 

media and the way mediation shapes the human perceptual apparatus.90  We can see 

this at work in, for example, Ukeles’s maintenance art performance, 

Washing/Tracks/Maintenance, 1973, in which the artist cleaned floors and entryway of the 

Wadsworth Athenaeum, thereby foregrounding the museum itself as an institutional 

space with unspoken expectations around proper behavior and the classification of 

things, as well as a physical space with a floor that needed to be cleaned, and brought 

attention to the conflict between the two: the fact that the people who do this 

maintaining are generally kept out of sight.91  Ukeles thus made perceptible some of the 

normally invisible mediating functions of the museum in the maintenance of the 

institution of art and its constitutive exclusions. 

For the philosopher Jacques Ranciere, who has had an enormous influence on 

contemporary art curation and criticism, it’s not so much making the insensible sensible, 

as it is what this kind of sensory awareness offers as a possible “means of breaking 

down pre-existing habits of association and categories of classification.”92  Ranciere 

refers to these pre-existing habits as the “distribution of the sensible,” or the prevailing 

 

90 Marshall McLuhan, “The Relation of Environment to Anti-Environment,” Marshall McLuhan Unbound 4, 7. 
91 Ukeles’s performances at the Wadsworth Atheneum in 1973 represent a brief but significant engagement 
on Ukeles’s part with the maintenance aesthetics of the contemporary institutionalized art museum.  I will 
discuss this piece at length in Chapter 1. 
92 Nikos Papastergiadis, “A Breathing Space for Aesthetics and Politics: An Introduction to Jacques 
Ranciere,” 8. 
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organization of spaces, bodies, and senses.93 This all sounds quite abstract but Ranciere 

is concerned about something not that different from the questions Marx had about the 

position of the worker in industrial capitalism, or the points that Althusser makes about 

the subject-forming role of ideology.  The question is something like, how do people 

continue to participate in roles and systems that constrain their freedoms and/or result 

in unimaginable and spectacular violence against human and non-human others and the 

natural environment? And how do they change or imagine something different?  And 

then what is the role of imagination and consciousness in all of this, anyway? Or, as 

Lenin put it so succinctly, “what is to be done?”  

For Ranciere, aesthetic experience is a sensory and imaginative—and 

significantly pre-rational—capacity of both artist and spectator that offers, through the 

work of art, the possibility of dissensus with the hegemonic orders of reason and truth 

and a utopian pre-figuration of other possible orders, or what Ranciere calls the 

“redistribution of the sensible.”94 Moreover, the artist can never anticipate all of the 

possible reverberations, effects, or future valences of any work they make, nor is 

Ranciere necessarily saying anything about artistic intention.95  There is an active role for 

the spectator, critic, and historian here in the ever-renewed possibility of opening up 

dissensual space in an engagement with art within different spaces and temporal 

 

93 Jacques Ranciere, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible, 12-13. 
94 Ibid., 43, 44. 
95 Papasteriagadis, “A Breathing Space for Aesthetics and Politics,” 12. 
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contexts, and I would expand this to any form of cultural communication addressed to 

sense, as in, all of it. One never knows how an ingrained image or signifier may be put 

into play once again by taking on a metaphoric status, whence its meanings and 

ambiguities may be made visible.  This has political valence, quite significantly, beyond 

the level of content or direct ethical or political statements about the real.  And it is not 

specifically through formal play, nor by rejecting its own commodity status, nor by 

affirming its autonomy that artwork and aesthetic experience make this opening 

possible, though art’s interventions have taken any one of these modes over the course 

of modernity.  It is rather a quality of aesthetic experience itself as a pre-rational mode of 

subject formation that it offers a confrontation with the orders of sense and the 

distribution of the sensible.  It is specifically through some of the modes particular to 

modern art—the transgression of representational norms, the porous boundaries 

between art and non-art, and the leveling of distinctions between “high” and “low” 

culture—and the attendant distribution of the sensible which Ranciere calls, “the 

aesthetic regime of art,” that it might possibly re-arrange the visible and invisible, the 

sensible and insensible, and reorganize the terms of inclusion and exclusion around 

whatever given concepts, and so too the very category of art itself.96 

In Chapter 2, I will argue that this is what an artist like Robert Smithson does 

with ideas around nature, culture, and the discontinuities and intersections between the 

 

96 Ibid., 14-15; Ranciere, The Politics of Aesthetics, 81. 
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anthropocentric temporality of human history and the incomprehensible scales of 

geologic time.  We could also read the entirety of David Wojnarowicz’s project, by way 

of Ranciere, as a kind of extended reflection on and critical rejection of the dominant 

mythologies in Western culture around bodies and sexuality and the divisions between 

humans and the natural world through its own commodified materials and 

overdetermined signifiers, as I will do in Chapter 3.    

Perhaps more so than these two, however, it is Ukeles’s work on maintenance 

that demonstrated a new way of thinking about the aesthetic encounter and its potential 

to offer the space for different arrangements of values and meaning and thus new 

possibilities for thought and action.  This also brings us to the final proposition, #9: that 

maintenance is aesthetic; maintenance is the animating purpose of all kinds of cultural practices 

of ritual as transformative gestures for collectively investing value; and thus, paying attention to 

the maintenance work, doing it differently, and doing it better, are ways of actively intervening 

in hierarchies of value and their attendant logics of sense; or, to put it more succinctly, art is a 

kind of maintenance work.  At its most effective, art can re-distribute value in the world.  

We’ll look at Ukeles first to see how.
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Chapter 1: “My Working Will Be the Work”: Mierle 
Laderman Ukeles’s Maintenance Aesthetics 

Everything I say is Art is Art.   
Everything I do is Art is Art. 

“We have no art, we try to do everything well.” (Balinese saying)1 
 

I’m looking through a binder of photographs.  In them, the artist Mierle 

Laderman Ukeles is bent over on her hands and knees, barefoot, scrubbing the floor, her 

jeans wet and her hair falling into her face as she works in front of a four-hundred-year-

old sculpture by Piero Francavilla featuring a nymph, a satyr, and a few jumping 

dolphins that graces the central pool of the Avery wing of the Wadsworth Atheneum in 

Hartford, CT.  The world in the photographs is the U.S. of A in 1973: the country is 

fighting an unpopular war in Vietnam and Nixon has just been elected to a second term 

with the Watergate scandal just breaking publicly. The photographs document Ukeles’s 

performance Washing/Washing/Tracks/Maintenance: Inside (July 22, 1973), part of a set of 

site-specific works Ukeles developed for Lucy Lippard’s traveling exhibitions, The 

Numbers Shows (1969-1974), and represent some of the first public maintenance 

 

1 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, MANIFESTO FOR MAINTENANCE ART 1969! in Phillips, Mierle Laderman 
Ukeles, 112.  The “Balinese saying” appears to be a reference to Marshall McLuhan’s essay on art as anti-
environment.  For McLuhan the quote pointed to the non-institutionalized, non-autonomous relation to art 
in “primitive societies.” “In a pre-literate society,” McLuhan contends, “art serves as a means of merging the 
individual with the environment,” not “training perception on it” as contemporary, institutionalized, and at 
least partially autonomous artwork does.  In a literate society, media, language, mediation, serve as 
environment, “the world of artifacts and images that […] insist we merge with them as the primitive man 
merges with his environment.” Artwork is an important anti-environment for McLuhan in this because it 
can train attention back on this perceptual shaping of the environment and the embodied subject through 
mediation, and thus serves a crucial role as a critical space.  McLuhan, “Relation of Environment to Anti-
Environment” (1966) in McLuhan Unbound, no. 4, 7-8.  
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performances executed in her decades-long career as a maintenance artist.  I’m looking 

through them at Ukeles’s personal archive at the New York City Department of 

Sanitation (DSNY), a few small rooms occupied by the artist in her residency and 

sandwiched amid an administrative apparatus housed on one of the lower floors of a 

DSNY-owned building in lower Manhattan.2   

In some of the photos from these performances, gallery visitors appear, 

seemingly taking no notice of the artist in the room with them as they look at the other 

work present—the sculptures here and there and canvases hanging on the walls.  As I 

noted in proposition #5, maintenance is the kind of thing that tends to disappear, even 

when it is right in front of you.3  Maybe they don’t even know what they are seeing is 

work, or they’re reading it as exactly the kind of work Ukeles intended, but not quite, 

because it’s not just maintenance but also art being done right there in front of them and 

with them as participants though the medium of the art institution that is their material 

 

2 My descriptions are based on binders of photographs organized by year, which can be found in the artist’s 
personal archive, and which document her performances both prior to and throughout her work as an artist-
in-residence with the DSNY, starting in about 1978.  Many of the images of this 1973 performance series are 
also reproduced in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 59-63, and a larger set were on display at the Queens 
Museum retrospective which that text catalogs. Ukeles performed the series of works at the Wadsworth 
Atheneum in 1973 as part of the exhibition c. 7,500, one of a series of exhibitions of emerging conceptual art 
curated by Lucy Lippard.  The idea for the shows, which were held in cities around the U.S. and in Buenos 
Aires, was a response to the “dematerialization” of art and the expansion of artistic genres and practices 
with conceptualism.  Lippard thought these shifts necessitated new ideas in curation as well.  One of these 
was titling each exhibit by the population of the city it was originally shown in.  C. 7,500, which originated 
at CalArts in Valencia, CA, featured women conceptualists.  Lucy Lippard, “Curating by Numbers,” 
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/12/curating-by-numbers.  
3 Cf. this text, “Introduction,” 40. 
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context, still a relatively rare formulation of aesthetic practice and quite the avant-garde 

gesture for the early 1970s.   

While these performances could be seen as a precursor to what Nicholas 

Bourriaud would call “relational aesthetics” nearly a quarter century later in 1998, 

talking about the participatory work of Liam Gillick, Rikrit Tiravanija, and Phillipe 

Parreno, Ukeles herself was inspired by a number of sources, among them Allan 

Kaprow’s injunctions to create an art of everyday life, a feminist politics of labor, the 

continued theoretical import of Duchamp’s Readymades in relation to the definition of 

art, and an emerging artistic discourse of institutional critique.  Thus, these early gallery 

and museum-based pieces find more conceptual currency among other early 

institutional interventions like Marcel Broodthaers’s Department of Eagles, Museum of 

Modern Art (1968) or Dan Buren’s iconic stripes, which began showing up both in public 

and in the museum context starting sometime around the turn of the 1970s.4 That is, one 

of their primary interventions is in the institution of the museum itself and the relation 

of the institutions of art to everyday life.  Except here, quite importantly, the artist is 

present. 

 

4 My understanding of the historical roots of institutional critique is based on, among others, Alexander 
Alberro’s work.  He discusses both Broodthaers and Buren in “Institutions, Critique, and Institutional 
Critique,” the introduction to his anthology of artists writings on institutional critique, co-edited with Blake 
Stimson, Institutional Critique, an Anthology of Artists Writings. See also, Benjamin Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 
1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions,” 137-139. 
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What is apparent in the photographic series from the Wadsworth performances, 

however, is that in 1973, Ukeles’s other “participants” couldn’t entirely understand 

themselves to be part of the work in an interactive sense.5  In one photograph, Ukeles is 

bent over picking rags off the floor directly behind two members of the museum going 

public who are turned away, oblivious to her efforts or trying to ignore them, 

respectfully, being careful not to touch the “art.”  The play-act of it makes the whole 

performance feel bizarrely staged and a bit hilarious, as if the photos could be read as a 

series of “don’t do this” illustrations for custodial work in the museum.  In many of 

them, Ukeles is getting in the way, there are towels everywhere.  She’s really making a 

mess of things.  Two of the photographs picture her in what appears to be not work at 

all: completely bent over, sitting on her shins, with her face in the crook of her elbow 

and her forearm on the floor, like she’s momentarily given up.  In only one of the images 

does anyone seem to take notice or join in with Ukeles in the work.  That person is, 

tellingly, a child.6   

 

5 Bourriaud defines relational aesthetics as “a set of artistic practices which take as their theoretical point of 
departure the whole of human relations and their social context,” creating social environments rather than 
aesthetic, or primarily visual ones.  The formal aspects of the work are still important, but for Bourriaud it is 
also important that the social relations themselves are being made into art material with which the artist 
works, and the relations are constituted by and through the participation of spectators. Bourriaud was 
referring to then-recent work like Rikrit Tiravanija’s first untitled solo show at the 303 Gallery in New York 
in 1992 in which he built a kitchen in the gallery and cooked and served Thai food to visitors for the length 
of the show.  Tiravanija explicitly said the work was non-visual, and that rather the relations created 
between people and the experience were the material he was presenting. Nicholas Bourriaud, Relational 
Aesthetics, 113. 
6 Ukeles has commented in several interviews on the reaction of children to her maintenance performances, 
noting how they (as compared with adults) tended to have fewer reservations about “interacting” with the 



 

66 

The humor and staginess gesture toward exactly what Ukeles was hoping to 

make more visible: both the maintenance work in the art institution and the unspoken 

habits, roles, and behaviors, generally unconscious ones, that shape the way people, 

objects, and all kinds of work are themselves allowed to appear.  From the start, as is 

evident in her Manifesto, Ukeles was connecting the rules and conventions that shaped 

appearance in the space of art—who and what could appear, and how—in ways that did 

not just refer back onto art but onto the larger social relations and structures with which 

the art institution was enmeshed, hierarchies of gender and labor, systematic exclusions, 

and the more general distribution of resources and public attention.  Thinks like, how as 

the mother of an infant and an artist Ukeles felt her time totally eaten up by mind-

numbing domestic labor, while art was supposed to provide her with some sort of 

“freedom” of thought and work, as was promised by ideology of the avant-garde; or the 

public invisibility of a city’s sanitation workers and their absolutely necessary labor, 

without which the garbage would not be taken out, to say nothing of the freedoms these 

kinds of systems provide people to worry about other things, like making art. 

Ukeles herself is routinely present in the photographs documenting this 

performance and the other maintenance performances I discuss in this chapter, as she is 

 

 

artist as she was doing her maintenance tasks, at times even helping her.  Interactions with children also 
feature prominently in her documentation of her work on sanitation.  See especially Mierle Laderman 
Ukeles in conversation with Linda Montano in Montano, Performance Artists Talking in the Eighties, 454-459. 
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in most of the photographs and material documentation that exist in her extensive 

archive at the DSNY, a few cramped rooms lined almost completely with 4-foot metal 

filing cabinets and shelves that live here for now.7   And Ukeles is a presence there too, 

even though she isn’t around on the days when I am working, paging through endless 

binders of images and folders of letters, sketches, plans, writings, and proposals at a 

small wooden desk cleared for me by the artist’s assistant, Catie Heitz.  Ever the 

maintainer, Ukeles documents and saves everything.   

In the material I studied from the early years of her practice—newspaper 

clippings, letters to and from the DSNY, internal memoranda to the sanitation workers, 

proposals to the administration work with the department, grant proposals to the NEA 

and other public arts funders—Ukeles is a visible presence in even the most banal of 

documents, as even formal proposals bear notes, marks, drawing and underlining or 

emphasis added in colored pencils and markers, the aesthetics of administration mixed 

with expressionism rendered in the primitive media of childhood.8  And she’s there on 

the bookshelves in several giant binders organized by year, a catalog of thousands of 

photographs of her performance works in over forty years as artist-in-residence at the 

DSNY and in individual pieces performed with other sanitation and urban maintenance 

 

7 Ukeles is said to have partially “retired,” and has moved her home base to Tel Aviv, to be closer to the rest 
of her extended family.  Her archive has been in the process, over the past couple of years, of being fully 
cataloged for its accession into the Smithsonian Archives of American Art.  I was able to visit in 2017, prior 
8 “Aesthetics of administration” refers to Buchloh on institutional critique in “Conceptual art 1962-1969.”  I 
will discuss how Ukeles’s aesthetics updates Buchloh’s reading of the aesthetics of conceptualism further 
below. 
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departments around the world.  Absolutely none of these images feel performed in the 

way the documents of Ukeles’s museum and gallery-based works tended to, with the 

ironic humor that arose from the juxtaposition of messy, uncomfortable and deeply 

embodied maintenance work positioned amid purer objects of high art and “viewers” 

trying to keep their distance.  In these photos and video documents of her work with the 

DSNY Ukeles is always an integrated part of the context, and always hard at work, 

observing other work, researching the work, sometimes miming that work, conducting 

that work and choreographing it, or talking with other workers about their work, 

consistently making good on her promise from her Manifesto for Maintenance 1969!, “my 

working will be the work.”9 

In this chapter I will examine Ukeles’s aesthetics of maintenance work as laid out 

in the first several years of her practice from her Manifesto and early domestic 

maintenance performances, her gallery and museum-based maintenance interventions, 

and in her first decade as artist-in-residence at the Department of Sanitation, where she 

produced and documented large-scale, months-long performance art works with the 

Department’s sanitation workers, produced public performances starring the workers 

and their equipment, and mounted multimedia installations with the spaces and 

materials of the DSNY.  Throughout,  I will show how Ukeles developed an aesthetics of 

maintenance with import well beyond the stakes of the institutional critique with which 

 

9 Ukeles, MANIFESTO in Phillips, 112. 
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she started.  Within the sphere of art’s historicization, Ukeles’s work, in its direct 

intervention in wider social and infrastructural contexts, points forward from 

institutional critique to the more contemporary genres of relational aesthetics and social 

practice in which artists situate their work directly in communities or social contexts.  In 

both form and material (the material of social and public infrastructures), Ukeles’s self-

funded residency at the DSNY prefigures many more contemporary art-as-social 

infrastructure projects, like Tania Bruguera’s CycleNews (2017), a bicycle-based network 

to deliver information about city services to the immigrant communities in Corona, 

Queens, a collaborative piece the artist completed in her own residency with the New 

York City Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs.10  While my aim is not to engage in 

depth of the art-historical and critical debates around social practice art or the politics 

and economics of the art practices that happen in these extra-institutional modes and the 

way these intersections complicate art’s aesthetic autonomy and the problems of 

criticism—these debates are discussed at length elsewhere—I will make clear that 

Ukeles’s work and ideas resonate in ways that prefigure many of the terms of these 

critical discussions. 11   

 

10 Bruguera designed CycleNews in collaboration with the immigrant activist group Mujeres in Movimiento.  
See NYC Office of Cultural Affairs, Press Release, 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dcla/about/pressrelease/PR_2017-05-30_CycleNews.page. 
11 Several theorists and historians of social practice art cite Ukeles’s work directly as a precursor to more 
contemporary projects.  These include Shannon Jackson’s chapter “High Maintenance: The Sanitation 
Aesthetics of Mierle Laderman Ukeles” in Social Works.  Jackson’s writing on Ukeles’s art from the 
perspective of performance studies informed my own understanding of Ukeles as a precursor to social 
practice and her work on the aesthetics of performance in Ukeles’s work was helpful for my thinking about 
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What I am more interested in here, however, aside from the valence of Ukeles’s 

work in debates about the politics of labor, feminism, or the institutions of art, is how 

her understanding of maintenance is a mode of attention and approach to take within 

any context or system opens up new questions and ways of seeing the world.  Drawing 

on the work critical theorists—Gilles Deleuze, Pierre Bourdieu, Louis Althusser—I locate 

in Ukeles’s work what I call an “aesthetics of the institution”: its modes of appearance 

and disappearance, its rituals, its temporalities.  In this we can see how institutions work 

as maintenance machines, reproducing collective practice and values, as well as 

hierarchies and exclusions.  I will also highlight how Ukeles’s consistent attention to the 

work of maintenance both within art institutions and without resonates with several of 

the propositions on maintenance outlined in the introduction above, making visible 

maintenance work that has been invisibilized (proposition #5); asking how maintenance, 

in being made invisible, may be exploited, along with the people who do it (proposition 

#3); emphasizing maintenance as a matter of public, collective, and political concern 

(proposition #8); and grounded throughout in understanding of maintenance work itself 

 

 

maintenance.  I see maintenance as a specific kind of performance that is distinct from other kinds of social 
performance and the genres of performance-based art. See also, Suzanne Lacey, Mapping the Terrain: New 
Genre Public Art; and Tom Finkelperl, What We Made: Conversations on Art and Social Cooperation.  Ukeles was 
also invited to keynote the Open Engagement Conference in 2014, an important but now defunct institution 
for grassroots social practice art.  Ukeles’s work has also been included in exhibitions and collections on 
land art, environmental art, conceptual art, feminist art, art and labor, and institutional critique. 
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as an aesthetic practice, in particular through the aesthetics of ritual (proposition #9).12  

Ukeles also asks participants to engage with the maintenance labor in their own lives, 

and thus offers them a chance to see themselves as a vital force within the institution’s 

modes of reproduction, as much as they are also subject to them.  Most importantly, she 

also engages with what this feels like, which is not all pleasant: maintenance is routinely 

made invisible and devalued, along with the people who do it, it can be dangerous, it 

never seems to end. But maintenance as private or collective ritual is also value-

generating, maintenance as repair is healing, maintenance done well requires a certain 

amount of virtuosity and a specific kind of knowledge. Foremost across Ukeles’s diverse 

set of engagements with domestic spaces, architectures, institutions and infrastructures, 

is the idea that you need to ask how the maintenance is done, how is a thing sustained, 

what is keeping it alive, who is doing the work, and what does that feel like.13  The 

answers to these questions that Ukeles asked are where the politics (lowercase “p”) of 

her work lie; but first, maintenance is a way of conducting one’s approach.   

 

12 The “propositions” referenced (#5, #3, #8, #9) can found in the “Introduction,” 40, 35, 53, 59, respectively. 
13 In her 1974 master’s thesis, Ukeles referred to her own process as the “Four R’s”: researching, revealing, 
relating and sharing knowledge, and reality-testing or “experimenting with the flexibility of limitations-as-
boundaries with an aim to their possible transformation and change.”  This description is evidence of her 
attention to lived experience, relationality, and her dynamic and processual understanding of maintenance.  
Mierele Laderman Ukeles, “An Analysis of Maintenance Art: Inquiry and Creative Process,” 64. 
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Two Basic Systems 

Artists […] participate jointly in the maintenance and/or development of the 
ideological make-up of their society.  They work within that frame, set the frame, 

and are being framed.14 

The foundational maintenance performances at the Wadsworth Atheneum might 

never have happened if Ukeles wasn’t such a keen observer of how the cultural sphere is 

sustained by certain material practices and animating discourses situated within an 

institutional surround, and then found a way to cleverly insert herself into this matrix.  

After leaving an MFA program at Pratt Institute in 1965 following what we would now 

describe as a series of misogynist micro-aggressions disguised as career advice and 

critique of her work, Ukeles continued to develop her artistic practice on her own terms 

while starting a family with her husband Jack Ukeles.15   She pushed forward in the 

directions she had started in art school, making canvases wrapped with colorfully dyed 

strips cheesecloth that she knotted and intertwined then stuffed with newspaper, tinfoil, 

and other materials to build three-dimensional protrusions and hanging, bulging forms.  

 

14 Hans Haacke (1974) Quoted in Andrea Fraser, “From the Critique of Institutions to the Institution of 
Critique” in Alberro and Stimson, eds. Institutional Critique, 412. 
15 Ukeles was told her work was “over-sexed” because of the way her bulging canvases, as described in the 
following sentence, evoked bodily forms and genitalia. As Ukeles understood her Bindings series (1963-7), 
these pieces were formally expressing tension, pressure, and contingency and exploring the dynamics of 
formed material subjected to gravity and the passage of time. Calling this work overtly sexual is like reading 
Richard Serra’s Splashing (1968), as a reference to ejaculate just because the artist happens to have a penis.  
The analogy is there, but there are much more interesting readings.  The professor and mentor who 
defended Ukeles and her work, Robert Richenberg, resigned from Pratt because of the controversy around 
the Bindings. Ukeles was also told by a Pratt professor that she should quit art after she became pregnant 
with her first child.  For an overview of Ukeles’s life and work in this period see Phillips, Mierle Laderman 
Ukeles, 30-37.  The story of how Ukeles was told to quit art is a direct quote from the artist in Andrea Liss, 
Feminist Art and The Maternal, 52. 
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They were evocative of bodies, yes, but they also explored the dynamic force of gravity 

and material put in tension and intertwined.  They were also a pain to take care of, 

according to Ukeles, and her experience of their physical vulnerability was inspirational 

in her turn to maintenance art.16  So was having children and finding herself suddenly 

beholden to another human being’s every need.  It was this sense of meeting an impasse 

–the conflict between her necessary role as a mother and the attention her art needed if it 

was also going to be taken care of and any more of it was going to be made—that Ukeles 

sat down at her kitchen table and wrote her Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969!—Proposal 

for an Exhibition: Care, a document that would drive her artistic practice for the next 

several decades.  She then started performing and documenting her domestic 

maintenance work with photographs and text—cleaning diapers, dusting, bathing and 

dressing her children—as art.  And then she told the right people. 

What is striking is how fully formed Ukeles’s concept was at its inception in the 

manifesto—from jump she was thinking maintenance as a basic function of all living 

beings and complex systems at any scale—and how she had already started to develop a 

specific aesthetic mix of administrative formality, expressive visual and textual play, and 

humor. The Manifesto is a type-written document spanning four pages, with 

“MANIFESTO, 1969!” scrawled in handwriting across the top, and a copyright symbol 

with the year and Ukeles’s name, also in her own hand.  Ukeles continually uses the 

 

16 Phillips, 32. 
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exclamation point in her writing, often after dates, for affective emphasis. The fact that 

the text is broken into outline form, sections demarcated by roman numerals and capital 

letters, belies the expressivity, irony, and self-aware parody of much of the content.  The 

first part, titled “I. IDEAS” is a series of bold, philosophical declarations about the 

nature of reality.  For example, there are, according to Ukeles, “Two basic systems: 

Development and Maintenance.” “Development,” Ukeles claims, is a basic tenet of 

avant-garde art, with its emphasis on “pure individual creation; the new; change.”  

Maintenance systems, on the other hand, are “direct feedback systems with little room 

for alteration.”  But the former, the capacity for art to become a space of pure individual 

creation, for individuals to imagine and make new work, is, according to Ukeles, 

structurally dependent on a whole lot of maintenance work.  “Maintenance” as Ukeles 

puts it, is what necessarily follows development to make it last.  Maintenance is that 

point when after the development one is compelled to:  

Keep the dust off the pure individual creation; preserve the new; 
sustain the change; protect progress, defend and prolong the advance; 
renew the excitement; repeat the flight. Show your work—show it 
again. Keep the contemporaryartmuseum groovy. Keep the home fires 
burning.17 

But this isn’t at all glorifying of maintenance work.  The text then goes on to describe 

some problems with maintenance, how mind-numbingly boring and time-consuming it 

 

17 All of the above quotations are taken from Ukeles, MANIFESTO, in Phillips, , 210.  A reproduction of the 
first of four pages of Ukeles’s original text with its handwritten annotations and underlining can be found in 
the Phillips text on page 42. 
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is, how culturally devalued maintenance labor can be, along with the people who do it.  

“Maintenance is a drag,” Ukeles remarks, “it takes all the fucking time (lit.)  The mind 

boggles and chafes at the boredom.  The culture confers a lousy status on maintenance 

jobs = minimum wages, housewives = no pay.”18   

To sum up the “IDEAS” part of the manifesto, Ukeles circles back to what this all 

has to do with art.  “Avant-garde art,” she claims, “which claims utter development, is 

infected by strains of maintenance ideas, maintenance activities, and maintenance 

materials.”19  Her declaration is made with a certain amount of self-conscious, ironic 

humor.  What Ukeles proposes as “Art activities,” she could perform in the maintenance 

of the space of the museum for example, “I will sweep and wax the floors, dust 

everything, wash the walls,” she then repositions in a vocabulary directly referencing 

then contemporary genres of avant-garde art: “i.e. floor paintings, dust-works, soap-

sculpture, wall paintings.”20 You could even read this as a list of famous (male) avant-

garde artists, in order: Jackson Pollock, Marcel Duchamp, Joseph Beuys, and Ad 

Reinhardt. Pollock, Reinhardt, and Duchamp are referenced directly in Ukeles’s 1974 

master’s thesis as predecessors; the former two for the way, read through the writing of 

Allan Kaprow, they opened up the canvas as “an arena in which to act,” thus pointing to 

the durational extensions and real-world entanglements of performance; the latter for a 

 

18 Ibid., 210. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid., 211. 
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conception artistic freedom as the right to claim something is art if you choose to 

position it as such.21  Joseph Beuys’s sculptures made from organic materials (hair, felt, 

soap) and his understanding of ritual as a reparative communal form, are, as Ukeles put 

it, thoroughly “infected by maintenance ideas.”  Ukeles would later do a series of works 

exploring acts of ritual as maintenance and appropriate a Beuys neologism in her 

sanitation-based works by calling garbage a form of democratic “social sculpture.”22 This 

naming of predecessors is functional in positioning her work, but it is also a deeply 

feminist gesture, calling these men and other male geniuses of the art profession out and 

bringing attention gendered, racial, and class-based divisions of labor that also maintain 

the domain of art as predominantly white and male, and peopled by artists who thus 

have the privilege to not have to work at another thing if they are successful.23  Ukeles’s 

complex, intersectional, and markedly forward-looking feminist perspective on 

gendered divisions of labor has been much remarked, and I will return to this below.  

For now, suffice it to articulate the veiled question throughout Ukeles’s commentary on 

 

21 Ukeles, “An Analysis of Maintenance Art: Inquiry and Creative Process,” 36-40. 
22 Ukeles, “A Journey: Earth/City/Flow,” 12. 
23 There is much recent writing on modern and contemporary art’s complex representation of “work” and its 
relation to other forms of work/labor, manual and intellectual, both in this historically transitional moment 
of the 60s-70s which witnessed the de-industrialization of labor in New York City and other U.S. urban 
centers, and as they have shifted with the economic restructurings of global, informational, neoliberal 
capitalism. See especially, Julia Bryan-Wilson, Art Workers: Radical Practice in the Vietnam Era, and Leigh 
Claire La Berge, Wages Against Artwork: Deocmmodified Labor and the Claims of Socially Engaged Art. 
Interestingly, there is another connection of artistic labor, industrial labor, and space in New York City in 
this moment, in part because the de-industrialization of Lower Manhattan, itself the product of national and 
global forces, and the artist-friendly rezoning of former industrial zones provided conditions for the rich 
artistic culture and artist-heavy demographics of the area in the latter half of the 20th century. Sharon Zukin, 
Loft Living: Culture and Capital in Urban Change. 
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the ideology of the avant-garde throughout this text: what makes the time for all this 

radical, de-materialized, and autonomous artmaking, one might ask?  Or, to put it 

another way, “why have there been no great women artists?”24   

In a brilliant move that bespeaks a thorough understanding of her contemporary 

art-critical surround, Ukeles sent the Manifesto to the art historian and critic Jack 

Burnham, a frequent columnist for Artforum who was devoting at lot of attention in his 

writing to post-formalist sculptors like Beuys, as well as Hans Haacke with his 

environmentally responsive and durational sculptures, and the environmental and 

agricultural interventions of Dennis Oppenheim, grouping together a set of artistic 

techniques he called “Systems Esthetics.”  Burnham argued this post-formalist transition 

in sculpture to relationality, spectator participation, and environmental-scale art 

reflected a more general cultural shift he referred to as “a transition from an object-

oriented to a systems-oriented culture.”25 As Burnham understood them, works like Hans 

Haacke’s Condensation Cube (1965)—which cleverly restaged the abstract formalist purity 

of the minimalist cube and juxtaposed it with the organicism of natural processes in a 

 

24 This is, famously, art historian Linda Nochlin’s question in her 1971 essay examining and de-naturalizing 
the structural and institutional restrictions to women achieving prominence in the art world, both at the 
time of her writing and historically. Ukeles’s Manifesto prefigures Nochlin’s argument and poses this 
question both in terms of the gendered divisions of domestic labor, and as a more abstract process of 
ideological reproduction which happens through the cultural institution and its ideologies about the labor 
of art and the object of art.  Nochlin, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?”  
25 Jack Burnham, “Systems Esthetics,” in Great Western Salt Works, 16.  This piece originally appeared in 
Artforum in 1968.  For Burnham’s full historical genealogy from modern sculpture’s vanishing base to the 
systems aesthetics of post-minimalism, kinetic sculpture, and light art see Burnham, Beyond Modern 
Sculpture.  Both of these texts were published before 1969 and were material Ukeles would have been aware 
of as an artist. 
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situation in which a spectator cannot help but be aware of the interdependent 

interaction of the work with their own body, other bodies in the room, and the space 

itself (the clear plexiglass cube is hermetically sealed and responds to the ambient 

temperature and humidity of its surround through condensation)—pointed towards 

new ontology of art itself as not primarily constituted in specific kinds objects or ideal 

expressions, but in “relations between people and between people and the components 

of their environment.”26 Moreover, Burnham saw this new genre of artistic 

experimentation as a consequence of Duchamp’s claim with his Readymades that a thing 

is art if he says it is, as the gesture of naming a thing art through one’s position as an 

artist places it within the system of art.   

Burnham thus would have immediately recognized Ukeles’s assertion that 

“everything I say is art is art,” and would also have seen the myriad and productive 

consequences of performing maintenance work, at multiple scales, personal, 

institutional, environmental, as a way of working with systems and processes as 

material.27 Ukeles’s wager that her work would jive with Burnham’s systems aesthetics 

and that she could use the critic as a conduit toward a larger audience paid off.  

Burnham included excerpts from her Manifesto and a few photographs of her domestic 

 

26 Ibid., 17. 
27 Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, 115-17.  Burnham saw cybernetics and systems theory as a way of 
breaking out of the illusionism of Western art, a way artists could turn directly to experience rather than its 
mimetic representation.  He also understood art to have a didactic role in revealing the conditions of 
existence. See Melissa Ragain’s comprehensive introduction to Burnham’s thought in Jack Burnham, 
Dissolve into Decomprehension: Writings and Interviews 1964-2004, xvi. 
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maintenance art performances in his Artforum column, “Problems in Criticism, IX” in 

1971, urging curators consider Ukeles’s offer to do maintenance work in the museum as 

art, and understood both the transgression and feminism her gesture to see maintenance 

work as art to be doing important work within the traditional gender and class 

hierarchies of the art world.28   

Burnham’s re-articulation of Ukeles’s maintenance ideas into the reproductive 

system of the art-critical press also did its necessary work. Lucy Lippard read his 

column and took Burnham up on his challenge, calling her up in 1973 and asking, “are 

you real?”29  Ukeles was real, and lived just a few blocks away from Lippard in lower 

Manhattan.  They met at a park and Ukeles brought her kid, leading to a conversation 

that was punctuated by distracting calls for Ukeles’s attention that the artist referred to 

as  more “real” on account of the interruptions, evidence proving her dual role as artist-

maintenance worker.30  Lippard then included the artist’s work in one of her Numbers 

Shows, a series of traveling shows organized around new strains of conceptual and 

process art and other dematerialized forms.31  The title of each traveling show was based 

on the population of its originating city. C. 7,500, the last of the Numbers Shows, opened 

 

28 Phillips. Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 40-1. 
29 Ibid., 44. 
30 Lippard also connected Ukeles into a network of other women artists on the East and West coasts called 
West East Bag.  She started going to the gatherings in New York and met artists like Ana Mendieta and 
Mary Beth Edelson. “Ukeles in Conversation with Andrea Schwartz,” in Corneila Butler, From Conceptualism 
to Feminism: Lucy Lippard’s Numbers Shows, 280-1.   
31 For a concise history and documentation of Lippard’s Numbers shows see, generally, Cornelia Butler, 
From Conceptualism to Feminism: Lucy Lippard’s Numbers Shows. 
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in Valencia, California in 1973 and was focused exclusively on female conceptual artists, 

people like Adrian Piper, Nancy Holt, and Martha Wilson, all of whom were much more 

established than Ukeles at the time.32  Her formidably connective and resonant work 

held up.  Ukeles sent four pieces to the opening: a photo album of documents of 

performed and observed maintenance works, Maintenance Art Tasks (1973); one of her 

Maintenance Art Questionnaires, asking visitors to the exhibition about their own 

maintenance work and how they felt about it; Maintenance Art Tapes (1973), a sound 

installation of recorded interviews with people about maintenance, including one with 

Lucy Lippard; and a 95-photo series arranged in a grid and mounted on foam core board 

featuring Ukeles and her two oldest children called, Dressing to Go In/Dressing to Go Out 

(1973), a couplet of maintenance acts that underscore the repetitiousness and endlessly 

futile nature of the form.33  

The limitations, one of the core concepts of Ukeles’s maintenance art, were also a 

consideration in the production of c. 7,500.  Lippard was working on a budget in order 

 

32 Lippard’s conception was overtly feminist and political in this regard. Lippard wanted the composition of 
all of the shows to challenge the white maleness of contemporary art, though this was not always realizable 
in practice. For the final show, she set herself the challenge of including only women artists. She also saw a 
kind of politics embedded in the practices of “dematerialized” art—it was art that tested and broke the 
limits of art’s spaces, its commodity status, and its materiality, and its inscription into the service of 
institutions of economy, violence, and war, and thus, for Lippard, challenged wider cultural systems and 
values and the definition of who could be an artist.  For the Numbers Shows and Lippard’s 1973 
compendium, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966-1972, she practiced her curation with 
what she calls an “accumulative” and “intentional anti-exclusive aesthetic.” For Lippard’s retrospective 2009 
commentary on this see Lucy Lippard, “Curating by Numbers,” n.p., 
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/12/curating-by-numbers.  
33 Reproduction of portions of the visual works in this set can be found in Phillips, 46-49. 
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to produce the shows and one of the perks of working with a “dematerialized” 

aesthetic—conceptual art, process art, and environmental works, to name a few genres—

was that the work, much of it photographic documentation, instructions for making in 

installing a work with available materials, or literally immaterial, could be packed up 

and mailed from place to place.34  Ukeles referenced even the maintenance here, 

attaching a chain to her photo album, Maintenance Art Tasks, with a cloth at the end so it 

could be cleaned by viewers or exhibition staff, also encouraging their active 

participation with the work. The Maintenance Art Questionnaire also reflected a spirit of 

interactivity and serves as evidence of Ukeles’s understanding of the significance of 

thinking about maintenance within the infrastructures of communication.  “The show 

was like a bird or a flock of birds moving out,” as Ukeles describes it, “and the 

questionnaire was made in that spirit of moving things out.”35  It also cemented a 

relationality with the public through the artwork by allowing people to recognize the 

maintenance work they did in their own lives and offering them a space—the literal 

space of the page, and perhaps even a temporal space of mediation and self-care—in 

order to reflect on it. “I asked people about what kind of maintenance they did, in a 

specific manner,” Ukeles notes, “followed by more open questions about maintenance 

tasks, such as: how do you feel about repetition? What does this do to you? What is the 

 

34 Lippard, “Curating by Numbers,” n.p. 
35 “Mierle Laderman Ukeles in Conversation with Alexandra Schwartz,” 283. 
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relationship in your life between maintenance and freedom?”36  Some of them were even 

mailed back to her.37 

 But the movement of all her work and the Questionnaires out into the world also 

made her jealous.38 She also wanted an opportunity to realize some of her performance 

ideas in a real-world context with spectator-participants.  Lippard had not planned for 

this in her curation, but instead she gave Ukeles a list of the organizers and curators of 

the exhibition at each of its stops so she could arrange independently to perform some of 

her maintenance works on site.  Jack Cowart, then-director of the Wadsworth Atheneum 

in Hartford, CT, which was just a train ride up from New York City, was the first to 

respond positively and agreed to let the artist execute performances on two days, 

Friday, July 20 and Sunday, July 22, 1973.39  Cowart gave her access to the entire site, and 

Ukeles more or less took over the museum, inserting herself into every part of the 

institutional surround from its cleaning inside and out, including caring for other 

artwork, to its security and administration.   

Turning from the private witness of maintenance in daily life reflected in her 

other pieces for c. 7,500, Ukeles saw these site-specific performances as a way to analyze 

the maintenance art practices of the institution to see how maintenance appears and 

 

36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid.  
38 Ukeles literally uses the world “jealous” to describe how she felt about her work traveling around without 
her. Ibid., 283. 
39 Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 50-51. 
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functions within a decidedly public space.  What she located there was a complex 

choreography of agents and acts, a hierarchy of visible and invisible labor, and a series 

of ritualistic behaviors, scared objects, and spaces. Washing/Tracks/Maintenance: Inside 

(1973), described above, was actually the second half of a two-part performance that 

started with Washing/Tracks/Maintenance: Outside (1973), in which Ukeles, armed with a 

bucket of water, several rags, and a mop, washed the front steps and entryway outside 

the museum.  And she did so in a way that was thoroughly choreographed, and thus 

totally de-naturalizing both to the work being performed and to the concept of art.  This 

was no ordinary cleaning.  The documentary photographs of the performance picture 

Ukeles using the mop like an expressionist paintbrush, marking the sidewalk in big, 

sweeping curves with water.  She did the steps on her hands and knees with rags, 

sometimes with her face just a few inches away the surface she was working on.  The 

task was cleaning, but the gestures were all art.  A hand-written note, taped to the front 

door of the Atheneum explained her position and her presence: “the cleanliness of this 

area is being maintained as MAINTENANCE ART by Mierle Laderman Ukeles, artist.”  

She even encouraged visitors to “please feel free to continue on your way right through 

the ‘dust painting.’”40  The “tracks” in the title of the work thus incorporates the 

spectators as part of the performance, and the artist made a point of continually cleaning 

 

40 A reproduction of this note can be found in ibid., 61. 
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up the footprints of water and dirt tracked into the space as people walked through her 

work. 

If these washing pieces demonstrated the normal invisibility of the museum’s 

cleaning process (underscoring, as in proposition # 5, the invisibility of maintenance) 

and the privileged position of viewers, artists, and art in relation to the space and its 

workers (the viewers were literally being cleaned up after as they passed), the other two 

performances in the series demonstrate other aspects of the institution—its 

securitization and its own function as conservator and maintainer of artworks (and by 

that I mean, physical pieces and documents of art as well as the entire idea of art as a 

specialized realm of production and experience)—and the relationship of these functions 

to other hierarchies of labor and visibility and flows of power.  In Keeping of the Keys 

(1973), the artist performed the simple act of borrowing the keys of one of the museum 

guards for an allotted period of time.  Ukeles would clean the keys upon receipt and 

proceed to lock one of the doors in the museum, sometimes locking herself alone into a 

space or locking others in with her.  The performance art action, which Ukeles refers to 

as a securitization of the space, was made apparent to visitors and everyone else by the 

signs she affixed to the doors explaining the work, again hand-written and bearing her 

“Maintenance Art” stamp to designate it as art.  “The security of this area is now being 

maintained as maintenance art by Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Artist,” the sign read, “[i]t 

will be normalized shortly and transferred back to the appropriate guard when the 
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alarm rings.  Feel free to wait or to return when the area is transferred.”41  When the 

allotted time was up, just a few minutes, a timer on Ukeles’s wristwatch would go off 

and she would reverse the process exactly: unlocking the door, removing the sign, 

cleaning the keys once again, and returning them to the guard. The deadpan of gesture 

and language, a nod to the aesthetics of administrative bureaucracy, becomes humorous 

when we imagine Ukeles in a room with a bunch of people who come to realize the 

doors are locked and they’re stuck in there with the artist until the alotted time is up.  

According to Ukeles, she even angered some of the curators and administrative staff by 

restricting their flow through the building, probably a rare occurrence.42  But the 

message is, at least in part, deadly serious: security is a form of maintenance, too.  What 

grounds the forces and structures of security, and how do they shape, conduct, and 

restrict free movement and flow?  Maintenance as security and control appears 

throughout institutional forms like prisons and policing, or more abstractly in policing 

as a way of relating within institutions and the larger social surround, and even in how 

individuals may police themselves.  Which leads to the question, “the maintenance of 

what and for whom?” 

In the final piece of the quartet Ukeles developed for Wadsworth, Transfer: The 

Maintenance of the Art Object: Mummy Maintenance: With the Maintenance Man, The 

 

41 Ibid., 51. 
42 “Mierle Laderman Ukeles in Conversation With Alexandra Schwartz,” 284. 
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Maintenance Artist, And the Museum Conservator (1973), she examined more directly the 

hierarchies of labor in the space of the museum in relation to the artist, multiple levels of 

museum workers, and the object of art.  The choreography she developed for this piece, 

which resembles a short three-act play, involved three roles as described in the title: 

Ukeles (the artist), the Wadsworth’s conservator, and a museum custodian, all as 

maintenance workers at different levels.  The subject of the maintenance was a female 

mummy on loan from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, or rather, the glass case in 

which it was ensconced, because only museum conservators were allowed to touch the 

actual object, which set up an initial differentiating boundary between the conservator 

and the other actors.  Ukeles also made a point of mentioning that she chose the mummy 

because it was female, with visible breasts, a nod to the fact that the historical role of 

female bodies in the museum has been consistently as object of delectation rather than 

subject of agency.43  The first act involved the maintenance worker cleaning the glass 

mummy case, completing the first “transfer” referenced in the title: the transformation 

of the case from dirty to clean, and the transfer of the object to the artist as her subject.  

Next, Ukeles herself cleaned the case, a task she labeled “dust painting,” as she did with 

the cleaning work she did in the rest of the museum, to underscore its status as artwork.  

When she was done cleaning, Ukeles stamped the vitrine with her maintenance art 

 

43 Ibid., 285.  The history of the male gaze in Western art is the subject of the first section of Nochlin, “Why 
Have there Been No Great Women Artists?” 
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stamp officially marking the end of the second transformation, that of the clean case into 

an art object, the transfer of its care to the conservator, which also created another 

imaginary boundary: as the case had itself become art, the maintenance worker could no 

longer touch it.  It was now up to the conservator to take care of the work for the final 

act, to clean the glass case one more time creating a “clean maintenance artwork.”44   

The transformations, transfers, and boundaries in Transfer map the hierarchy of 

labor’s value in the museum from lowest, that of maintenance worker, to highest, that of 

the artist, the one with the power to proclaim objects art and make them untouchable, 

sacred things.  The performance thus makes visible (to spectators) and materially 

sensible (to the “actors” performing their roles) how these naturalized divisions and 

valuations are inscribed into objects and spaces and bodies within the art institution, as 

many other commentators before me have noted.45  Writing about the piece in Frieze 

Magazine in 2018, Elvia Wilk called Ukeles’s transformation of the art object “magic,” 

because it was a gesture that totally transformed the value of the thing—the case, an 

accessory passively doing its own work to preserve the object at the center of the 

performance, the mummy—and in doing so showed how all of the values and roles at 

work were imaginary, matters of however rigid cultural conventions about what counts 

 

44 See Ukeles’s original diagram for this piece in three stages, marking out for each an “activity, person, task, 
and result,” in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 54. 
45 Two of my favorite readings of this work are by Shannon Jackson, in Social Works, 95-6, and Elvia Wilk’s 
use of the piece to discuss the double meaning of work as labor and work as product in relation to art.  See 
Wilk, “The Grammar of Work,” n.p., https://www.frieze.com/article/grammar-work. 
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as valued labor and what counts as valued stuff, and who has the right to proclaim it as 

such and tend to it.46  I agree, but I prefer to see the magic as something distributed 

throughout the performance in the transformation performed by each actor, because 

Ukeles was also showing that the gestures were all basically equivalent: each person is 

cleaning the glass case.  She was just calling the act a different thing each time, and 

having a different actor perform the act.  The succession of the acts follows a 

transformation of value through the force of each actor’s relative power: the power in 

the gesture of naming, the power of the position of the one who can name a thing art, 

the power to take care of the art object once it is deemed so, the value that the object then 

takes on, and the reaffirmation of that value in the care taken of the work as well as the 

institutional surround.  What Ukeles finds when she analyzes the maintenance work 

within the art institution are the distribution of bodies, spaces, values, and the flows of 

power maintained by the institution’s constitutive rituals, and, as we saw with 

proposition #9 in the Introduction, ritual is a kind of maintenance work.    

Taken together, Ukeles’s maintenance performances at Wadsworth in 1973 and 

the domestic maintenance documents she displayed there draw a line of equivalence 

between radically different kinds of work, both highly visible and not, both valued and 

not so much, both remunerated and not, both material and not, as different kinds of 

maintenance work. Ukeles thus makes a connection between what feminist art historian 

 

46 Wilk, “The Grammar of Work.” 
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Marina Vishmidt describes as the two basic meanings of the term social reproduction: on 

the one hand the one identified by feminist Marxists as all of the “unproductive” labor—

child rearing, food preparation, cleaning, emotional support, etc., etc.—as it is 

historically gendered, privatized, and devalued but also essential in reproducing the 

body of the worker ready to labor productively for capital; and, on the other hand, all of 

the modes of ideological formation that reproduce individuals within capitalism as 

docile subjects, and occur through their interactions (practices, rituals) with and within 

institutional spaces, as well as that act that identifies and pulls the individual into the 

institution in the first place, and then over and over again, a process Louis Althusser 

called “interpellation.”47  This latter kind of social reproduction, or more fittingly, 

reproduction of the social, happens when one of the non-economic spheres Althusser 

referred to as “ideological state apparatuses”: institutions, both material or not, like 

church, state, marriage, and to this we could add the formal and informal institutions of 

high and low culture as many scholars of this kind of social reproduction since 

Althusser have done, reproduced through forces which may be embodied in a person or 

sanctified in an object or space, to which individuals can understand themselves in 

relation as patient, or student, or worker, or wife, or mother.  In Althusser’s own 

formulation, it’s something that happens all at once in call and recognition, like when a 

police officer calls out to a person on the street and says “hey you,” and the person 

 

47 Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, 171-176. 
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turns, because they’ve recognized themselves as the one being called.48 According to 

Althusser, in all these processes and institutional hailings, ideology literally constitutes 

“concrete individuals as subjects” who recognize themselves as such.49  In the Transfer 

piece, Ukeles explored the ritual aesthetics of one way these relations are constituted 

within the institution of the museum, through the “work” of the artist, and in relation to 

the work of art. 

Of course, social reproduction in the other sense is both the form and content of 

several of the other pieces Ukeles showed with c. 7,500. Social reproduction in the first 

sense as the reproductive work of caring for bodies on a basic biological level (rearing, 

feeding, cleansing) and on an emotional and relational one (emotional labor, care and 

attention, providing sexual satisfaction), and how these works are gendered and 

structurally devalued within capitalist relations of production has been the subject of 

lively debate in Marxist feminist circles.  At the same time that Ukeles (alongside a 

 

48 Ibid., 174. As we noted above, the police are maintenance workers, too.  Cultural theorist Stuart Hall 
updated Althusser’s thinking on ideology, expanding the domain of interpellation into popular culture, and 
complicating its one-way mode, calling attention to how individuals, especially minoritarian actors, may 
have a complex relation to identification and dis-identification within hegemonic culture.  See especially, 
Stuart Hall, Cultural Studies 1983.  The other thinker who immediately comes to mind here is Pierre 
Bourdieu, who studied how institutions of learning and culture reproduce class divisions through material, 
perceptual, and discursive modes like judgements of taste and the learned, subjective embodiment he called 
the “habitus.”  Bourdieu, Distinction.  Judith Butler also compellingly used Althusser’s basic principle of 
interpellation to understand how individuals come to recognize themselves as gendered subjects, which 
pulls us full circle through the gendered division of socially reproductive labor in the first sense. 
49 Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” 171. 
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number of other artists questioning the gendered exclusions of artistic labor50) was 

denaturalizing her own domestic work by taking it out of the private space of the home 

and putting it in the public space of art, the International Wages for Housework 

movement was arguing that working class struggle had historically helped to reproduce 

patriarchal relations by labeling domestic work as non-productive labor, though it is in 

fact the foundation for production, and that this erasure thus helped to uphold and 

compound the exploitative labor relations of capitalism.51  But already in 1973 Ukeles 

was prefiguring some of the critiques of essentialism waged against this account of 

domestic labor by connecting the documentation of her own maintenance work to other 

kinds of maintenance both in the art institution and in the rest of the world.52  

Maintenance Art Tasks, for example, included image series with titles that evoke her own 

domestic chores like Doing the Dishes and Doing the Laundry, as well as the maintenance 

work of others encountered in the world: Car Washing and Wiping, Cutting Hair. 

 

50 For example, Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975), or the multi-authored installation Womanhouse 
(1972), organized by Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro. 
51 Rada Katsarova, “Repression and Resistance on the Terrain of Social Reproduction,” n.p. 
https://viewpointmag.com/2015/10/31/repression-and-resistance-on-the-terrain-of-social-reproduction-
historical-trajectories-contemporary-openings/.  
52 One of the critiques being that women of color and immigrant women had been in the position of 
performing low-waged domestic labor for decades, and often in the service of white women.  See especially, 
See, for example, Angela Davis, “The Approaching Obsolescence of Housework: A Working-Class 
Perspective,” in Women, Race, and Class.  Andres Petrossiants argues this position about the intersectionality 
of Ukeles’s work with extensive reference to the debates around social reproduction in his recent essay, 
“Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ Maintenace and/as (Art) Work,” n.p., 
http://pismowidok.org/index.php/one/article/view/583/1188. 
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Ukeles would continue to make this analogy between her own domestic labor 

and other kinds of maintaining, organizing, cleaning, and care, performed in other 

contexts and at different scales, eventually expanding her work into the infrastructural 

scale of the New York City Department of Sanitation.  As I explore this scalar shift, first 

to the level of a skyscraper and the labor that supports a building in her first extended 

durational performance, I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day (September 16-

October 20, 1976), then to the DSNY, it is social reproduction in the Althusserian sense 

that I want to pay particular attention to, highlighting the artist’s attention to the way 

institutions of all kinds are reproduced.  As Ukeles shifted from performing 

maintenance within the art institution as art, to directly identifying and performing 

maintenance as art out in the world, she built what Shannon Jackson has called a series 

of “reciprocal readymades,” displaced objects that move back and forth, shifting 

perspective both on the spheres that they come from (maintenance), and the sphere of 

their destination (art), and back again, art as maintenance, all kinds of maintenance 

work as forms of art.53  In so doing she aimed to use the value-producing magic of the 

latter (art) to transform the former (maintenance) into a site of collective public 

investment, like an institution. 

 

 

53 Jackson, Social Works, 94.  She borrows the term from Tom McDonough’s writing on the Situationist 
International. 
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“Working Freedom”: The Institutional Aesthetics of Maintenance 
Work54 

[I]t is not enough to say, “the institution is useful,” one must still ask the 
question: useful for whom?55 

The logic of the institution creates a bitter aftertaste.56 

 

Ukeles’s inclusion in the Numbers shows marks a pivotal shift in the artist’s working 

trajectory.  In the following year she’d finish her MA thesis, “An Analysis of 

Maintenance Art: Inquiry and Creative Process,” at a program at NYU called “Creative 

Experiences in Inter-related Arts,” fittingly housed for a maintenance artist in the School 

of Education and Nursing.57   In the text Ukeles establishes a genealogy for her practice 

(Ad Reinhardt, Allan Kaprow, Robert Morris, Marcel Duchamp), but also reflects on the 

success of c. 7,500 and the possibility of doing more “reality testing” on maintenance 

through its performance with participants, or perhaps even by inserting herself into real, 

existing maintenance systems.58  Ukeles talks about wanting to move beyond marking a 

“clarity” of issues around maintenance—she sees the pieces at 7,500 in many ways 

 

54 The phrase “working freedom” comes from a 1984 statement by Ukeles entitled, “Why Sanitation Can Be 
Used as A Model for Public Art,” found in a set of folders in the artist’s archive labeled “TSS Research,” in a 
folder of collected documents for funding proposals to Creative Time and the New York Foundation for the 
Arts for the Touch Sanitation Show, 1984.  Ukeles juxtaposes these two terms “work” and “freedom”, just as 
she does “maintenance” and “development” throughout her writings.  Maintenance work is the foundation 
that supports freedom and development. An excerpted version of the statement was published in 1990 and 
can be found in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 217.   
55 Gilles Deleuze, “Instinct and Institution,” Desert Islands and Other Texts, 20. 
56 Ukeles in, “Mierle Laderman Ukeles in Conversation with Alexandra Schwartz,” 286. 
57 Ibid., 282. 
58 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “An Analysis of Maintenance Art: Inquiry and Creative Process,” 207. 
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achieved this by making some things about the institution and its maintenance visible—

to working through maintenance art to create a “shared knowledge” with others, the 

end goal of which would be to develop “new consciousness of the limitations on all 

freedom produced by maintenance and its ramifications,” in other words, “that so-called 

free acts are usually dependent, whether conscious or not, on the support provided by 

maintenance people (often anonymous) and maintenance systems (usually silent).”59 

This is what the artist means when she describes maintenance as a form of “working 

freedom.”60 

In 1976, Ukeles was offered the opportunity to do some more “reality testing” of 

her maintenance ideas, this time with the 300 maintenance workers in charge of the care 

of the 52-story skyscraper at 55 Water Street in the Financial District of Lower 

Manhattan.  Ukeles was invited to show her work as part of Art < > World, an exhibition 

curated by students at the Whitney Museum’s nascent Independent Study Program, 

which was then housed in the Whitney Downtown outpost at 55 Water Street, known as 

the Uris Building.  Most of the rest of the building housed the offices of investment 

bankers.  The student curators of the show referenced the then-emerging language of 

systems art and said that they had selected artists who, “reveal or comment on the 

functioning of natural and social systems which affect the contemporary world.  These 

 

59 Ibid., 208. 
60 Ukeles, “Why Sanitation Can Be Used as a Model for Public Art, 1984” reproduced in Phillips, Mierle 
Laderman Ukeles, 217.   
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systems may be biological or ecological, political or economic.”61  Ukeles’s completed 

performance and its documentation, I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day 

(September 16-October 20, 1976), could be seen as a mix of all of these, as she inserted 

herself into the ecology of the building and its economies of materials and resources and 

people by asking, “what does it take to keep a building alive?,” with a politics of making 

the answer to this question visible. 

Actually, she asked a series of much more concrete questions, in an internal 

memo for permission from the building’s managers to work with the staff she requested: 

“Kinds of maintenance services provided at 55 Water Street; Organization of 

Maintenance Personnel (how are the workers organized, how to contact them to explain 

the art event and get there agreement to participate).”62 They approved, with some 

limitations about where and when she could take pictures and the note that all of her 

photographs had to be reviewed before she could keep them, let alone put them on 

display. The building housed investment banks and there were concerns about privacy 

and security, of which Ukeles also took note. In remarking on all of the ID cards and 

 

61 They also cited Jack Burnham’s “Systems Esthetics,” and Allan Kaprow’s essay “The Education of the Un-
Artist.” Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 81. A copy of the Art < > World catalog is filed in Ukeles’s archive, 
along with Ukeles’s own plans, diagrams, and drafts of writing for the piece.  She had to coordinate with the 
building’s managers via phone and mail, and documents of this are also included. 
62 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Letter to the Building Management at 55 Water Street, July 5, 1976 in Ukeles’s 
archive.  Excerpted text reprinted in Phillips, 82. 
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armed guards involved in the building’s maintenance, Ukeles identified a kind of 

securitized maintenance she called the “quintessence of capitalism.”63   

Next, Ukeles wrote to all of the employees in the building and requested their 

participation in the piece. “Dear Friend Worker,” she wrote, “I want to invite you to join 

me in creating a living Maintenance Art Work.”64  Importantly, she didn’t address the 

workers as spectators or participants, but as co-creators in the project.  She went on to 

explain her position as a “maintenance artist,” who herself does a lot of maintenance 

work, and who has used her privileged position as an artist to declare both the work 

that she does and they work that they do, art. Ukeles outlines their mode of participation 

as purely voluntary and conceptual; they don’t have to tell anyone they’re doing their 

maintenance work as art nor do any of it differently.  She asks them to merely, for one 

hour every day of their regular shift, consider their maintenance work “art,” and allow 

the artist to document it as “maintenance art.”  The ultimate goal of the project, as 

Ukeles described it to the workers of 55 Water, was to let people “see the kinds of jobs 

you do, because the whole huge building NEEDS your work.”65 Nearly all of the 

workers agreed, and some even got involved in the concept of seeing their work as art.  

The resultant piece, a five-week long performance with the maintenance workers, in 

which Ukeles studied, documented, and identified the worker’s maintenance work as 

 

63 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “55 Water Street,” Gnome Baker Art Magazine, Spring 1978, in the artist’s archive 
in a folder entitled, “Ukeles Writings.” 
64 Ukeles, “55 Water Street,” n.p., artist’s archive. 
65 Ibid. 
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art (if they wanted it to be) once again maps an aesthetics and temporality of 

maintenance, how it appears, how it feels to do it, what kinds of gestures are made and 

actions taken, its materials, and of course, the time it took, and this time in the real 

world.  She intended to use the value-generating potential of naming something art in 

order to make visible the building as a fully dependent, living, and interconnected 

system. 

Ukeles also had to completely reformat the scale of her own artistic labor in 

terms of space and time, an exercise which would come in handy later as a practice 

when she began working at the DSNY.  Ukeles had done several maintenance 

performances at this point, exploring domestic labor, ritual, and earth maintenance, but 

always within the context of a gallery or art institution in the case of site-specific works.  

This meant the work took place in a circumscribed time and place, maybe several hours, 

with a limited number of participants and moving parts, as well as support from an 

institution used to working with artists.  

With a footprint that spanned four square city blocks, 55 Water Street had a 

larger square footage than the World Trade Center and was at that time the single 

largest office building in the world, with seventy-five elevators, four escalators, and 

round-the-clock staffing with 300 maintenance workers (custodial staff, technicians, 



 

98 

security guards, administration for this staff) scheduled into three eight-hour shifts.66 

She came to find that the building was a complex and layered system, and the 

management of it was a matter of managing flows of people (security), waste 

(custodians), and all of the atmospheric elements (technicians) required to keep bodies 

within it alive, including, as Ukeles notes in her documentation for the piece, a 

“computerized atmosphere supervised by engineers who must regulate the oxygen and 

humidity levels to protect the health of those who work inside.”67  “One can imagine 

disasters,” she muses, “if all of the air were cut off.”68  She also notes how the building’s 

own economy of visibility is centered around managing public and private:  the public 

face of the daytime office workers, mostly bankers, versus the private work of the people 

who keep the building running in their service, often cleaning around them, maybe 

accidental audience to some private or sensitive information, and in charge of secrets.69  

The work she was doing would attempt to overturn this hierarchy of visibility through 

the public exhibition space afforded by the institution of art. 

Ukeles completed the work as a durational performance, turning up to every 

shift over the course of five weeks, meeting with workers individually or small groups.  

She’d ask them if she could photograph and document their labor with her polaroid 

 

66 Ukeles took down detailed notes about the physical plant of the building, which can be found in her 
archive, and in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 81. 
67 Ukeles, “55 Water Street” n.p. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
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camera, and then asked them if they considered their work to be “maintenance work,” 

or “art work” (she readily discussed the distinction when questioned).  The artist then 

labeled the polaroid work document in question with a pre-printed adhesive label that 

either said “maintenance work” or “maintenance art,” and added it to her collection.  

The resultant visual document, a massive grid of 720 polaroid photographs spread over 

a 12 by 15-foot panel, one third with a white background to indicate the day shift, the 

other two thirds with a dark blue background to indicate the two shifts that change over 

in the middle of the night.  Each polaroid image is labeled and color-coded with a dot 

sticker to indicate the kind of work being done, and Ukeles exhibited the piece with a 

second panel, providing a list of job titles and a key for the color coding, describing each 

person’s tasks.  Across the top the panel reads “I MAKE MAINTENANCE ART ONE 

HOUR EVERY DAY,” with a sun on the daytime side and a moon and stars on the 

night-time side of the board.  It’s also formally beautiful. Again, Ukeles plays with the 

administrative aesthetics of conceptual art, then proceeds to undermine them with 

material and content. 

 There are other resonances with institutional critique and contemporary practice 

as well.  It was significant that Ukeles gave the workers the right to self-define and/or 

refuse to be a part of the work.  Not only did this allow some to see their own 

maintenance labor as an aesthetic, artful, or skilled practice—Raoul, an assistant 

supervisor on the night shift, showed Ukeles how he washed the loading dock with fire 
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hoses, giant arcs of water, and “a sense of grandeur”—it also complicated the “freedom 

gesture” of her art and her autonomy as an artist.  The work is negotiated with and 

through the workers, their input, and their definitions.  Some even corrected her on how 

she documented their work, telling her she hadn’t captured the right parts (the artistry) 

and that she’d need to retake her polaroids.70 

At the conclusion of the five-week performance, when the wall piece was 

completed, Ukeles arranged for an opening of the show expressly for the maintenance 

workers. Since the gallery closed at 3 pm, a majority of the workers in the building 

couldn’t be there to see it, so she arranged for an opening from 11:30 PM to 12:30 AM, 

right at the night shift change, so the two shifts of night workers could see the piece, 

inverting the temporal and spatial hierarchies of the building, if only for an hour.   

Ukeles’s attention to different temporalities in this work—the time it took to understand 

and work with an operation on this scale, the 24/7 time of building maintenance, and the 

odd-times of the night shift, open up a relationship between the temporality of 

maintenance and its visibility.  Ukeles had remarked in her Manifesto that maintenance 

took, “all the fucking time (lit.),” but here was a reality-testing of that principle and a 

way to look at it in more detail.  More than just taking all the time, maintenance 

regimented the time, echoed formally in the arrangement of the grid.  And the needs of 

the building and its other inhabitants governed different maintenance activities, the 

 

70 Ibid. 
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movement of workers, and their visibility, with a lot of the custodial staff working 

overnight cleaning offices when their daytime occupants were elsewhere.  Ukeles also 

highlighted that those other occupants were financiers, and thus she was drawing 

attention to the workers at the intersection of the art institution and the financial 

institution. The Whitney Museum, in partnership with several corporations in the 

Financial District who covered operating costs, rented the floor at 55 Water Street for $1 

a year.71   

 All this was also happening against the backdrop of a city in crisis.  In the 1974-

75 fiscal year, after years of budget shortfalls, the city’s bond rating was reduced and it 

was unable to pay back its debts.  Then-U.S. President Gerald Ford refused to let the city 

declare bankruptcy (prompting the famous New York Daily News headline, “Ford to the 

City: Drop Dead”) and instead the New York State government appointed an 

Emergency Financial Control Board (the EFCB)—mostly peopled by financial 

executives—charged with staving off the further accumulation of debt and getting the 

city’s finances in order.72  What EFCB also did was lay a test case for municipal austerity.  

 

71 Laurie Johnston, “Whitney Museum Opens Downtown Branch,” New York Times, 19 September 1973, 49. 
72 David Harvey calls the neoliberalization of New York City following its 1974 fiscal crisis an “iconic case.”  
These new financial managers requisitioned the city’s tax revenues and drastically cut municipal spending, 
implementing wage freezes and layoffs, reducing public services and social programs, and instituting fees 
for the first time within the City University system. These changes can be tied to municipal labor woes 
through the 1970s and 80s, the deterioration of transportation infrastructures in the city through those 
decades (the MTA is still dealing with the fallout today), the blight and planned shrinkage that affected 
largely Black, Hispanic, and immigrant neighborhoods resulting in whole blocks of burnt-out building 
shells, and the booming gentrification starting in the late 1970s of much of lower Manhattan with the 
redevelopment of these formerly blighted areas. David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 44-55. See 
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A confluence of local, national, and global forces had led the city into fiscal default:  the 

collapse of domestic manufacturing and the globalization of markets that changed the 

landscape of industry; demographic shifts that saw middle-class, largely white 

populations moving out of the city and lower income, more heavily Black and Puerto 

Rican populations moving in; the subsequent loss of the middle-class tax base; the 

bursting of a real estate bubble and the lowering of the city’s bond rating; a loss against 

financial investments.73  Regardless of the many forces and actors that have been 

accounted for in hindsight, at the time a dominant narrative arose of a city with a glut of 

social and public services, greedy public employee unions, and a population that would 

just have to learn to tighten its belt and do more with less. In the years following the 

initial crisis the EFCB passed a sweeping slate of municipal reforms that vastly changed 

the landscape and provision of public services in New York.  Hospitals were shuttered, 

drug treatment and daycare programs lost funding, the City University made its first 

steps toward charging tuition and required that students receiving reduced or free 

tuition enroll full-time, public employees were laid off and furloughed, street cleaning 

 

 

also, Kim Phillips-Fein, Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics; Kim Moody, From 
Welfare State to Real Estate: Regime Change in New York City, 1974 to the Present; Robert Fitch, The Assassination 
of New York; and William Tabb. The Long Default: New York City and the Urban Fiscal Crisis. 
73 For a brief summary of these economic and demographic shifts see Samuel M. Ehrenhalt, “Economic and 
demographic change: the case of New York City,” 40-50. 
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and trash pickup were reduced, buildings in poorer parts of the city were left to burn in 

a policy initiative of urban clearance called “planned shrinkage.”74   

 Ukeles would have been intimately aware of all of these changes.  Her husband 

Jack was then deputy director of the Mayor’s Office of Operations, and actually had a 

role in planning the budget for the city before and during its financial restructuring.  

Ukeles also clearly understood the complex intersections of maintenance within the 

crisis—the loss of services, the threats to public servants who were the city’s essential 

maintenance workers.  She even did a performance about the crisis as part of the Art < > 

World show, Maintaining NYC in Crisis: What Keeps New York City Alive? (1976) in which 

she had forty participants read portions of the city’s budget, their tone and cadence 

choreographed and orchestrated so that visitors could “somatically experience the city’s 

dire fiscal circumstances.”75 There was also an interactive portion called “Weight 

Exchange Form: Individual Testimony on What Keeps New York City Alive,” in which 

two participants would measure their body weight, then give their testimony to one 

another, then weigh in again after.  The work circulates around a comparison of the 

liveliness of the viewer’s body with the threatened body of the city. 

 The connection that Ukeles made between the broader situation of crisis and the 

idea of a maintenance art paid off.  One reviewer of the show, the Village Voice columnist 

 

74 William Tabb, The Long Default, 21-35, 89-92. 
75 Philips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 87. 
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David Bourdon, in an otherwise positive review delivered with just a bit of incredulity 

at the concept of “cleaning” as “art”, suggested that New York City’s financiers “pursue 

the implications of Ukeles’s maintenance art” in order to remediate the city’s financial 

crisis. Bourdon offered, as an example, that if the Department of Sanitation could “turn 

its regular work into conceptual performance, the city might qualify for a grant from the 

National Endowment for the Arts” to supplement its budget.76  Ukeles clipped the 

review and mailed a copy of it along with a letter to the DSNY Commissioner Anthony 

Vaccarrello, offering her services as an artist-in-residence (she even cc’d a version to 

Bourdon).  Importantly, Ukeles also gestured in her letter to the issue of financial 

support:   

Because I like to collide my maintenance art-work system directly with 
real-life systems, perhaps we could work out a complete switch with 
you applying directly for an N.E.A. grant for yourselves, and me 
applying directly for a federal grant in maintenance-research systems 
(or some such animal).77 

Amazingly, within two weeks, Vaccarello’s office called and took her up on it.78 

Ukeles didn’t have an entirely seamless transition from the art world context to 

becoming the first artist-in-residence at the DSNY, but it’s remarkable still that it 

happened at all in 1978, not the least of which because New York City was still 

recovering from a 1974 fiscal default and financial restructuring that had resulted in 

 

76 David Bourdon, “Art,” Village Voice, October 4, 1976, p. 105.  Ukeles clipped this article and saved a copy 
in her archive.   
77 Ukeles letter to Anthony Vaccarello, 5 October 1976, quoted in Phillips, 89. 
78 Ibid. 
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work furloughs and layoffs, stretching the DSNY pretty thin.  Or perhaps it was this 

sense of desperation that made the idea of an artist-in-residence not so unappealing to 

Anthony Vaccarello, the DSNY Commissioner that Ukeles first wrote to, nor to Norman 

Steisel, his successor who not long after decided to keep the odd project on.  It didn’t 

hurt that Steisel had known Ukeles’s husband when he was working for the State 

Government appointed City Budget Office, and Jack was Deputy Director of Mayor 

Beame’s Office of Operations, even though that work relationship would sometimes put 

Jack Ukeles and Norman Steisel at odds.79   

It also helped that Ukeles’s approach was so basic—whatever the object, system, 

person, or institution is, attend to the maintenance—that it allowed for her perform the 

vast transition of scale from the privacy of the domestic sphere and the institutionally 

confined art sphere to the massively public sphere of urban infrastructure.  As I 

discussed in the introduction and I will return to below, scale shifts can represent real 

discontinuities in the form and function of any system and how it can be felt or 

observed.80  The idea that any system or being, from the simplest organism to the most 

complex and networked system of infrastructure and energy, engages in some kind of 

necessary maintenance in order to keep going or stay alive, is the constant that subtends 

this scale shift for Ukeles.  Still, it took a year and a half to get her first extensive 

 

79 Interview with Norman Steisel in Phillips, 196-7. 
80 Derek Woods, “Scale Critique for the Anthropocene,” 133. 
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performance with the DSNY rolling, but it was an auspicious kind of introduction to the 

system in which she “touched” every part of it.  For months, Ukeles researched 

sanitation, its history, how it functioned, its governance, sanitation technology, and all of 

its cultural and social dimensions.  She studied New York City’s own sanitation system, 

mapping out its routes and schedules, garages, transfer stations, and terminals, and 

visiting all of them, to plan the course of her work.  She also had to write grants and 

secure funding.  On the DSNY end, Commissioner Steisel was going to bat for her 

residency, writing memoranda to the Executive Committee, and hooking Ukeles in with 

the Sanitation Workers Union and the DSNY management.81   

There’s a document in Ukeles’s archive that she produced in 1978 in the midst of 

this research, as usual hand-drawn in pencil with annotations and underlining in 

colored markers, that really spells out the immensity of the task she has put before 

herself.  A heading on the first page reads, “Project I: The Scale of the Sanitation 

Department As A Form,” and under that Ukeles’s stated goal: 

To feel in the gut immensitude + endless à Scale. To gather up in the 
head a whole system at one time, a system that has developed slowly, 
over a long period of time in increments.  To conceptualize a whole 
system in proper scale.82 

She also suggests this is something people have not developed the “mental constructs” 

to do, that it’s a system they depend on and don’t think about at all.  Ukeles follows with 

 

81 Phillips, 91. 
82 The first page of this document is reproduced in Phillips, 93. 
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several notable facts about the enormity of the scale of the DSNY, things like, “23,000 

tons of garbage created every day in NYC,” a fact she marks as her favorite, and also 

“18,000 collection trips/week,” “27,000” paths (different) from origins to disposal sites,” 

and “5,835 miles of streets to clean + remove snow.” On the side she has doodled some 

of the elements of this system, a truck, a barge of trash, a couple of smokestacks from an 

incinerator, to indicate the different material flows of waste through the system and the 

city, none of them traditional elements of its representation.  Near the bottom of the 

page, she suggests a possibility to really getting to feel what this scale is like through the 

work, “Best way to convert space (of 23,000 tons) is DURATION.  Understanding in 

time.”  The word duration is circled in red.83   

As part of her research, Ukeles spent a lot of time with sanitation workers at their 

sites to get a sense of the system’s daily rhythms and operation.  As Patricia Phillips has 

documented, there were two back-to-back blizzards over the winter of ’77-78 that had a 

force of sanitation workers, whose number had been reduced by public funding cuts, in 

small teams working back-to-back shifts to keep the streets cleaned for 11 days straight.  

They got public recognition in the papers for their labor. Meanwhile, the garbage 

couldn’t be collected while the streets were being maintained, and once the storm 

passed and the snow started melting and people noticed the piles of trash, public 

sentiment immediately turned and the sanitation workers were scorned for not doing 

 

83 Ibid. 
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their jobs (Ukeles paid a lot of attention to public reporting and public sentiment on 

sanitation, as is evidenced in the newspaper clippings in her archive).  This is apparently 

when she decided for her first work with the DSNY, she had to do something very big as 

a way to formally re-value its workers’ essential labor.84 

The resultant performance Ukeles choreographed to inaugurate her residency 

was called Touch Sanitation Performance, probably her most well-known work to date, a 

multi-part durational performance involving the artist inserting herself into every part 

of the Sanitation Department, working eight- and sometimes sixteen-hour shifts each 

day, riding every route, visiting every station, and shaking the hand of every single 

DSNY worker she met (around 8,500 in total), telling each, “Thank you for keeping New 

York City Alive.” But it went beyond this gesture, which she came to call the Handshake 

Ritual.  Over time she included more repeated gestures, like Follow in Your Footsteps, 

which often happened on-route with Ukeles miming a worker’s own technical dance as 

they handled garbage bins and hefted them into trucks; or Roll Call, in which she would 

announce her presence on the site with a greeting to all the assembled workers and a 

rousing speech about the vital importance of their labor and the sanitation system, and 

her concern as a maintenance artist in bringing these to the attention and appreciation of 

the public.   

 

84 Ibid., inset panel on 98-99. 
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Ukeles was attendant to the organization’s internal administrative and 

communicative workings in a detailed way.  To open the performance, aside from all the 

internal memos and proposals to DSNY management, the artist sent a letter of intention 

to the entire DSNY workforce, as she had done with the workers at 55 Water.  It came in 

the form of a brochure inviting them to participate with a map of her proposed route of 

“sweeps” through the system.  She even gave a phone number on the front page where 

the workers could reach her with questions.  The letter is also much longer than her 

previous proposal, explaining the work, its purpose, her relation to the department and 

the workers (“I am an independent ‘maintenance’ artist.  I don’t work for the city, the 

unions, the newspapers, or networks”), and making clear that she has done her 

research.85  Importantly, she began with a gesture of empathy for how difficult their jobs 

were.  “Dear Sanman,” Ukeles opens (sanitation workers called themselves and one 

another “Sanman”), “Nobody understands enough about what you do, how tough it is 

to work day after day on a job like this, about how hard it can be in lousy weather.”  She 

then goes through a list of descriptors on the working conditions she’s heard about, 

using internal jargon to let them know she has been listening:  

I’ve been talking to sanmen for over a year: about involuntary 
overtime—“blood money”; what everybody calls garbage—
“Material”; then the people out there don’t pack it right and you’re 
stuck with it—“conditions”; and when they just toss it out the window 

 

85 Ukeles, Letter to the DSNY sanitation workers, June 6, 1979, artist’s archive. Published version reprinted 
in Phillips, 101. 
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“air-mailing”.  Blizzards; garbage cans frozen to sidewalks; “sausage 
bags” splitting on you; broken trucks; terrible, exciting streets; how all 
people make waste and how some are wasted themselves.  It’s all 
there, and more.  Being disappointed, fiscal crisis, back pains, families, 
neighbors, fathers, injuries, surprises, hidden needles, things 
exploding, rats jumping on your chest, sleet down your neck and back.  
It’s about holding up your end of the truck team; about people 
swearing at you, not looking you in the eye; about doing a good job 
anyway.  Commitments and how they lock you into things for years 
beyond what you ever imagined; about this City.86 

She then proposes her work: to “face” each one of them and shake their hand as a 

“’public’ performance art,” which she would also be documenting on video to share 

with the public, “To give you[sanman] a chance, if you’d like, to tell the public 

individually about you, your needs, where you’re at.”87  Finally, Ukeles allies herself 

with the workers by explaining that “performance” is also something they do in public 

space as the workers in the sanitation infrastructure, their “stage.”  “You are there on 

stage in the public eye every day, rain or shine, performing your work as ‘the sanman,’ 

no matter how you are feeling inside.  Very demanding.”88 

It really is hard to get a sense of the immense scale of this undertaking, both in 

terms of Ukeles’s performance, and of the department itself as she tried to communicate 

it through her work, without being able to experience its exhibition in some way.  In a 

significant way, though, most of Touch Sanitation actually had a circumscribed 

audience—the DSNY: sanitation workers, administrators, management, union bosses, 

 

86 Ibid. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. 
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executives.  The work was documented, yes, but for a while its only interface with the 

public was primarily through the sanitation workers themselves on their routes, with 

Ukeles along, executing her “performance” alongside and with the sanitation workers, 

and her cameraman documenting, day in, day out, for months.  It’s first audience and 

public was the DSNY itself.  How is that maintained? 

You can also get a sense of the immensity from Ukeles’s archive. There’s a whole 

section of the room devoted to the years around Touch Sanitation Performance and Touch 

Sanitation Show: filing cabinets full of documents, reams of photographs and research 

materials, press clippings, funding proposals for grants, proposals to Commissioner 

Steisel and the Department, all of her internal communiques.  Ukeles sent a daily 

Telex—the means of communication through the sanitation infrastructure and its 

stations across the boroughs—to announce where she would be each day, and where she 

was in the course of her “sweeps.” She also kept hand-annotations on her schedules, 

including notes about her own personal maintenance or things she had to do on the side 

to take care of her own life, overlapping the temporality of her maintenance work with 

theirs.89 Administration is also a kind of maintenance work.   

When I was in her archive in the summer of 2017, Ukeles’s assistant, Catie, who 

was at the time of my research working to catalog the two rooms of many documents in 

preparation for its accession into the Smithsonian Archives of American Art (a 

 

89 Philips, 97-98. 
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formidable-seeming task that I did not envy) shared the video pieces from Touch 

Sanitation with me so I could watch them on my laptop, sitting at the small corral of 

desks at the front of the maze of filing cabinets.90  Waste_Flow (1979-84) has relatively 

little dialogue, but concentrates visually on the material (waste) and the system of 

sanitation within the built and natural infrastructure of the city (its streets and 

waterways), and how the material flows through the system under the direction of the 

sanitation workers with the help of advanced machines.  “Flow” encapsulates for Ukeles 

the connectedness of the system, but also the fact that it has its own rhythms that the 

sanitation workers have to comport with. “All your movements they got to be fluid, you 

know” one of the sanitation workers describes, “especially when you’re working with 

waste.  You got to be fluid all the time.”91  This is dialogue is interspersed with shots of 

the artist performing one of Touch Sanitation’s sub-performances, Follow in Your Footsteps, 

in which Ukeles follows behind a sanitation worker and tries to mime their gestures as 

she works, learning this flow of the body with the material in an embodied way. 

The other video from this period, Sanman Speaks (1979-84), concentrates on the 

sanitation workers’ experience of their labor, showing some of the dilapidated 

conditions of the sanitation infrastructure, with narration by Ukeles over portions of the 

video, interspersed with commentary from the workers.  One noted the public 

 

90 Email correspondence with Catie Heitz, July-October, 2017.  I was lucky I was able to access what will 
become Ukeles’s “Papers” once they are accessioned into the Smithsonian, in their unabridged form.  Catie, 
who was planning at that time to go into archive and library science, also related that accession takes years. 
91 Audio transcribed from Waste_Flow (1979-1984), mp4 video, artist’s archive. 
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perception of the DSNY as compared to other public infrastructure in the city: “the city 

does not want to spend the money as it does on the police and fire garages to give us 

something decent, so this is what we’re stuck with here.”92  Ukeles also provides early 

on in the video an elucidation of Touch Sanitation as a piece that concentrates on bridging 

this gap with the public.  “There is a horrible gulf that exists between sanmen and the 

city,” she explains: 

An unfair gulf that separates them and seals them off from the public 
they serve every day in all kinds of weather and separates us in our 
denial of the other half of our lives, of our mess, our waste, all the 
things that for many deep reasons I think we are afraid to face.  Touch 
sanitation is to cross that gulf.  I want to cross that gulf and close it up, 
literally, physically, hand-to-hand.93 

Ukeles did mean this “touch” part literally.  Touching was important because of the 

boundary drawn between dirty and clean, and the series of boundaries that follow and 

intersect with this first inscription—inside/outside, valuable/worthless, good/bad, 

touchable/untouchable—when an object is “thrown out” or becomes waste.  This is 

something that Ukeles comments on often in her work, and she has frequently related it 

to her understanding of ritual, having grown up in a culture of Jewish ritual tradition 

(her father, brother, and uncle are all Orthodox rabbis), as an important way to mark 

boundaries and limits, in order to differentiate and organize the heterogeneity of 

 

92 Audio transcribed from Sanman Speaks (1979-1984), mp4 video, artist’s archive. 
93 Ibid. 
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experience.94 Ukeles found in her research on the DSNY and her discussions with the 

workers that they were not only under-appreciated, but the public often made clear that 

it equated the workers with the garbage as a matter of proximity, calling them names 

like “garbage man,” or getting refused service at restaurants.  Here again, maintenance 

proposition #3 shows up: maintenance, when not appreciated, becomes undervalued 

and exploited, along with the people who do it. The touching part of the work was 

meant to bridge this gap, formally pulling the labor and infrastructure of sanitation back 

over to the side of the “valuable” and “good.” Ukeles even designed an entire public-

participation performance at the Ronald Feldman gallery as part of the exhibition of 

Touch Sanitation, Touch Sanitation Show Part 2: Cleansing the Bad Names (1984) devoted to 

“cleansing” this public stigma, in which she defaced the windows of the facades with 

paint, writing down all of the bad names the sanitation workers told her they had been 

called (she edited the list for profanity), and at the opening of the show invited members 

 

94 Ukeles in conversation with Linda Montano in Montano, Performance Artists Talking in the Eighties, 455.  
Ukeles has also frequently explored the Jewish Mikvah, a ritual immersion bath for menstruating women to 
cleanse after menstruation, noting that if you interpret this cleansing as also a process of care and 
transformation that keeps traditions from “ancient matriarchal religions alive,” ibid., 457.  See, for example, 
Mikvah Dreams (1977-78), which the artist performed along the Hudson River and documented in the 
feminist art journal Heresies 5 as a ritual cleansing.  Ukeles’s statement on the performance, which goes into 
extended details on the symbolism and meaning and specific configurations of the ritual—the water needs 
to be naturally flowing or “living,” for example, and a Mikvah can be performed by either sex, but 
differently—can be found in Phillips, 214-5.  Phillips own discussion of the importance of rituals and 
boundaries in Ukeles’s practice is at ibid., 74-80. 
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of the general public to take rags and soapy water and get on scaffolding to clean off the 

names.  Apparently, it was not that easy.95 

In 1984, the Touch Sanitation Show, a multi-part, multi-media installation and 

series of performances that took place both at the Ronald Feldman Gallery and at a de-

commissioned Sanitation marine transfer station on the Hudson River, attempted to do 

just this.  The gallery installation featured a room-sized mapping of the Department’s 

shifts, through the year around the whole of the space, the color gradually shifting 

through the spectrum from red to orange, yellow, green, blue and purple to indicate the 

shifting seasons, with a 1500-square-foot transparent map of New York City hanging 

from the ceiling showing the different collection districts marked out.  There was also a 

video tower with the films Sanman Speaks and Waste Flow, and in the center of the room, 

a sanitation Telex machine (the department’s internal communication method) and a 

chair on which Ukeles hung the work vest she wore for the duration of her performance, 

the display flanked by a New York State flag and an American flag. At 59th Street marine 

transfer station, the exhibition’s Sanitation site, there were sanitation trucks and street 

sweepers on display, sound recordings of ambient sanitation sounds and interviews 

with sanitation workers, and Ukeles even choreographed a “barge ballet” for the 

opening.96  The two-site nature of the show was important, as it brought the public 

 

95 A description of this piece with images can be found in ibid., 135-137. 
96 Reproductions of these installations can be found in Phillips, 128-134. 
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directly in contact with the materials, sights, sounds, and other sensations of the system 

which were not only routinely invisibilized in the working of the city, but also generally 

off-limits to the public.   

An attention to the visibility of public infrastructure, its workers, its materials, its 

rituals, and its temporalities, were all things Ukeles would continue to explore in her 

work through what Shannon Jackson has called an “infrastructural aesthetics of 

performance.”97   This is evident in the way that Ukeles positioned the sanitation 

workers’ own maintenance work as a “public performance” in her letter inviting them to 

join Touch Sanitation.  In this way, she draws attention to the way public, collective 

infrastructure doesn’t just sit there, it is maintained through the daily performance of the 

workers. Jackson also notes, and Ukeles demonstrates throughout her work, the public 

perception around infrastructure is complex.  Infrastructure might not “appear” as such 

until it breaks—a pothole, a broken traffic light, un-swept streets, un-collected garbage—

and then when it does appear it’s usually in the negative: a part of the system its broken 

and it’s messing up the normal flows.98  Breaks, problems, disasters, all tend to expose 

maintenance not done, or not well-resourced (proposition #6). You’re standing on a, hot, 

smelly, crowded underground subway platform in the middle of summer waiting for an 

MTA G-train running on a 25-minute delay.  Coming into visceral contact with public 

 

97 Shannon Jackson, Social Works, 21, 24. 
98 Ibid., 7. 
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infrastructure does not always feel fluid, infrastructures also often expose frictions in 

this way.99  But public services and infrastructures are some of the main mediums 

through which individuals actually touch the state on a daily basis, and Ukeles’s work, in 

making this apparent, opens up a space for reflection, and perhaps even contestation, 

about how that contact feels.  In so doing it opens the opportunity to make that 

maintenance political. 

Ukeles’s work also maps some of the more overtly aesthetic forms this 

infrastructure takes, beyond its ongoing performance, through a kind of detournement 

of civic architecture and civic performance. As anthropologist Brian Larkin noted in his 

definition of infrastructures, some are more visible than others, and purposefully.  Major 

public infrastructure projects can often serve as symbols of state power or 

modernization, perhaps made conspicuously visible by the state.100  There are also public 

architectures that are made for visibility—the triumphal arch, the monument—which 

are infrastructural in that they are generally publicly situated amid infrastructure and 

channel collective public attention to the symbols of state or civic legacy.  Monuments 

and arches mark important people, events, and spaces in collective, visible memory. As I 

noted in the introduction in proposition #9, this kind of aesthetic public ritual is a kind 

of maintenance too; it is the reproduction of collective value. Thus, Ukeles uses the form 

 

99 Again, police and security are forms of maintenance, too. 
100 Brian Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” 336. 
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of the ceremonial arch (which is notably also a boundary or a passage way), as in 

Ceremonial Arch Honoring Service Workers III (1994), to invest public attention in service 

work.  Ceremonial Arch III is composed, as all of Ukeles’s Arches are, of used tools and 

materials of the trade, in this case work gloves collected from maintenance workers 

across the city’s municipal services, and myriad pieces of used equipment: subway 

straps, street sweeping brushes, an industrial-sized coil, and all kinds of knobs, valves, 

and gauges, arranged with a formal expressivity that flouts traditional monumental 

aesthetics—as does the administrative aesthetic of the rest of the artist’s work—but also 

demonstrates the technical complexity of the systems it represents.101 

The sanitation part of public infrastructure, disposing of a city’s garbage and 

sewage wastes, is generally not made so visible, both for practical reasons of public 

health, and, as Ukeles would like us to note, through social conventions and cultural 

values that tend to also order other divisions of clean/unclean, inside/outside, 

good/bad.102  As we saw above, the artist wanted to address this by publicly touching the 

DSNY to bridge the boundary and overturn the hierarchy between the two terms: 

valuable/worthless.  The sanitation workers dealt with waste but their work was 

necessary (which is an antonym of wasteful).  But Ukeles also sought to re-animate the 

connection between the people of New York City and the material of the waste, building 

 

101 A description of this and other of Ukeles’s arches and passageways, with images, can be found in 
Phillips, 139-152. 
102 On the anthropology of cultural values around waste and their connection to social order, see Mary 
Douglas’s classic, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. 
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a complex theory of how waste, through its collection by the sanitation system and 

disposal in the landfill, moves from private and differentiated to public and 

homogenous.  At the same time, the artist is quick to remind, garbage doesn’t go away, it 

remains in the landfill, material evidence of the public’s collective and mutual 

dependence on the sanitation system and the environment.  Ukeles saw trash as political 

(proposition #8), and as a model for civic engagement, which is why, in a reference to 

Beuys, she calls garbage a form of “social sculpture.”  The collective management of 

human waste materially demonstrates collective human being.  “Just as by law,” Ukeles 

notes in the 1984 text, “Why Sanitation Can Be Used as A Model for Public Art”:  

We’re in this together, just by law, we can’t ship garbage OUT, but 
have to deal with it IN our common ‘home,’ manage it so it doesn’t 
destroy us, we, too, all together, have to work or individual freedom 
out without destroying each other.103 

The Social Mirror (1983), one of Ukeles’s more potent civic objects, a de-commissioned 

New York City garbage truck covered in mirrors to reflect everything around it, also 

demonstrates this concept.104  Ukeles designed the truck for the finale of the 1983 New 

York City Art Parade, presented by the public arts organization Creative Time.  As the 

vehicle went by for the finale of the parade it reflected the assembled crowd on either 

side of the street back to itself, showing them:  this is you, the sanitation system handles 

your waste, the garbage is yours.  Sanitation workers are not “garbage men,” they handle 

 

103 Ukeles, “Why Sanitation Can Be A Model for Public Art,” reprinted in Phillips, 217. 
104 It also cleverly references the mirrored minimalist cube. 
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what you carelessly throw away. The Social Mirror was followed in the parade by a 

choreographed street-sweeper ballet, Sanitation Celebrations: Grand Finale of the First NYC 

Art Parade, Part II: Ballet Mécanique for Six Mechanical Sweepers (co-created with Sanitation 

workers), and then a squadron of brooms manned by higher-ups and administrators 

from New York City’s municipal infrastructure for Part III: Ceremonial Sweep, both of 

which invert traditional hierarchies around the visibility of sanitation and the division of 

manual and intellectual labor within the administration of municipal work.105  They also 

demonstrate, once again, Ukeles’s clever cross referencing between infrastructure, civic 

monuments and modes of public display and performance, and the tradition of “high 

art.”106 

 Shannon Jackson notes that critics sometimes read Ukeles’s unceasing interest in 

sanitation and other public institutions as “an anachronistic belief in the role of public 

institutions in the management of the social.”107  Although sanitation and waste are both 

form and content for Ukeles’s work, I don’t think it’s particular institutions Ukeles is 

after—the impetus for her contact with the DSNY was someone else’s initial 

suggestion—so much as the artist is interested in institutionality as a collective 

maintenance work that is both material and performative.  I read this in part through 

her continued interest in the aesthetics and temporality of ritual and rites both as 

 

105 Descriptions and images of these can be found in Phillips, 122-125. 
106 Ballet Mécanique is an obvious reference to Fenand Léger’s Dadaist film of the same name (1923-4). 
107 Jackson, Social Works, 78. 
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boundary markers and as a way to collectively invest things: relations, objects, 

infrastructures, people, with value.  “Rites,” Bourdieu tells us, are “acts of institution.”108  

In an essay by that name Bourdieu analyzes the way rites work within educational 

institutions—examinations and rites of passage like graduation—to mark a clear 

separation and consecrate particular bodies, both for the individual undergoing the rite, 

as well as for the audience of the rite, the institutional surround and/or a wider public.  

These separations, as in the admission process to the elite Grandes écoles in France, which 

is Bourdieu’s main subject in the text, can be lasting and meaningful, drawing a clear 

boundary between inside of the institution and out, and in the French case drawing 

boundaries between social and economic classes.  “To speak of rites of institution,” he 

says: 

is to point to that fact that every rite leads towards the consecration or 
legitimation of an arbitrary boundary, that is to say, it attempts to 
misrepresent that arbitrariness of that boundary as legitimate and 
natural; or (and this amounts to the same thing) it effects a solemn, 
that is to say a licensed and extraordinary, transgression of the 
boundaries which constitute the social and ideational order, which it is 
concerned at all costs to protect (as in the separation of the sexes in the 
case of marriage rituals).109 

Ukeles’s use of the forms of civic performance and monumental architecture are, in this 

way, meant to re-draw the boundary between the public and the waste and sanitation 

infrastructure. 

 

108 Pierre Bourdieu, “Rites as Acts of Institution,” in J.G. Peristiany and J. Pitt-Rivers, eds., Honour and Grace 
in Anthropology, 80-90. 
109 Ibid., 81. 
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 More than this, Ukeles’s attention to the relationships between individuals 

mediated through the public sanitation system demonstrates how the participants, the 

public, are all subjects of that infrastructure and thus bound do it, already performing 

rituals around it every day (deciding what is waste and what is not and marking the 

separation), unconsciously.  Althusser points this out when he calls acts of interpellation 

(acts through which a subject sees themselves as such), “a material ritual practice of 

ideological recognition in everyday life.”110  “To recognize we are subjects and that we 

function in the practical rituals of the most elementary everyday life,” Althusser goes on 

to list some examples: 

(the hand shake, the fact of calling you by your name, the fact of 
knowing even if I do not know what it is, that you ‘have’ a name of 
your own, which means that you are recognized as a unique subject, 
etc.) – this recognition only gives us a consciousness of our incessant 
(internal) practice of ideological recognition – its consciousness, i.e. its 
recognitions – but in no sense does it give us the (scientific) knowledge 
of the mechanism of this recognition.111 

Althusser continues in the remainder of the text to try to spell out a scientific 

knowledge of the means and mecanisms for the reproduction of ideology.  Ukeles 

recognized this ritual and symbolic value of a gesture like the handshake in re-iterating 

that the sanitation workers were “concrete, individual, distinguishable and (naturally) 

irreplaceable subjects.”112  She locates the institution’s reproduction in a detail as small as 

 

110 Louis Althusser, “Ideology and the State,” in Lenin and Philosophy and other Essays, 172. 
111 Ibid., 173. 
112 Ibid., 172-3. 
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a gesture, or as grand as the public consecration of the civic monument and the parade, 

which is maybe not a science of ritual, but it does provide an aesthetics through the 

repetitive temporality and the embodied gestures of maintenance work, which may also 

serve the maintenance of the institution itself in its reproduction over time.   

It is in locating the moment of reproduction that the subject may find forms of 

agency in reproduction, as Ukeles uses the ritual as a point of transformation.  Drawing 

on Althusser’s definition of ritual and Stuart Hall’s work on subcultures, Judith Butler 

argues that it is in these kinds of material practices and actions in embodied and 

ritualistic gestures that subcultures also form enduring practices of institution, or what 

she calls “established norms of recognizeabilty.”113  That is, the process of ideological 

reproduction is also a self-production, and unconsciously or not, the force of ideology 

requires the most faithful forms of participation in order to be uniformly reproduced.  

Thus, any moment of an institution’s reproduction through participation in its rituals or 

identification with its forms also offers the possibility of reproducing it differently, 

perhaps, for example, by offering the space for the sanitation worker to recognize 

themselves as human, or, as I will discuss in the third chapter, Against Abandonment, 

perhaps by feeling recognized or represented as oneself through either a collective or 

 

113 Judith Butler, “Agencies of Style for a Liminal Subject,” in Gilroy, et. al., eds. Without Guarantees: in 
Honour of Stuart Hall, 32. 
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private experience with art.  “That’s where ritual comes in,” Ukeles says, “[t]o reimagine 

the common ground.”114 

All of this is not to give the impression that Ukeles had only praise for 

maintenance and institutions.  The Manifesto for Maintenance 1969! is an important and 

foundational document for institutional critique that takes dead aim at the (gendered, 

classed) hierarchies and divisions of labor both within the art institution and without.  

Ukeles was responding to her own deep sense of institutional exclusion.  She has also 

noted that she has, “a deep ambivalence about maintenance,” which is clear in her 

description of domestic labor as mind-numbingly dull.  Ukeles has described about how 

this ambivalence turned on a number of questions about what maintenance work is, and 

what it is like to do it:  

Am I doing this with no mind? What am I supposed to do with my 
mind?  Is this why I am here on earth? Is this to be done by humans 
when there is a machine that can do it better? If someone else is doing 
it, are they worse than me? How can you have a democratic society 
when some people are lower? What do you owe people who do this?115  

Or, as she puts it in the epigraph with which this section opens, “the logic of the 

institution creates a bitter aftertaste.”116  This is the ambivalence of institutionality: that it 

is always a site for the reproduction of exclusions, naturalized divisions and 

hierarchizations, and norms; which also points to the fact that a near-synonym for the 

 

114 Ukeles in conversation with Linda Montano, Performance Artists Talking in the Eighties, 459. 
115 Ibid., 458. 
116 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “An Analysis of Maintenance Art: Inquiry and Creative Process,” 207. 
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verb “maintain” is to conserve, or to maintain a specific order. Bourdieu thus refers to 

rites of passage as a form of “symbolic violence” that simultaneously offers the subject a 

space for self-recognition but also imposes on that subject an identity.117 

Institutions, of course, are generally organized around publicly and collectively 

recognized, though sometimes quite individual, needs: waste removal, access to clean 

running water, education, healthcare, and even the more abstract needs like those of 

companionship and co-parenting (marriage), or spirituality and meaning (religion, 

culture, cult).  Gilles Deleuze thus calls institutions in general “procedures of 

satisfaction,” for need given as “organized system[s] of means.”118  Institutions are, in 

this way, productive, Deleuze notes with a silent nod to Foucault, providing “positive 

models for action” in order to meet needs, both physical and affective, but also 

thoroughly social, collective, and “based around models of which we are not 

conscious.”119 (Once again, maintenance, as habit, tends to disappear.)120  The helpful 

example he uses here is culturally specific cuisine: it is one answer to the question of 

what to eat, but not the only one.  Institutions reflect needs in this instance, but “do not 

fully explain” them.121  Exclusions and oppression, and resultant abandonments and 

exploitations, arise within institutions when one finds ones needs “satisfied,” but only 

 

117 Bourdieu, “Rites as Acts of Institution,” 84. 
118 Gilles Deleuze, “Instinct and Institution,” in Desert Islands, 19. 
119 Ibid., 20. 
120 Cf. the “Introduction” to this text, proposition #5, 40. 
121 Ibid., emphasis in original. 
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obliquely, or not satisfied at all.  Thus, the question for Deleuze, and for us in connection 

with institutions and maintenance “for whom?”122  What needs are satisfied and defined 

by the institution?  Who is doing the maintaining?  Who is served? 

By way of conclusion, and to mark the way forward, I would like to point out 

that this detour through a theory of institution demonstrates that the opposite of 

maintenance is not development.  Development is a force entwined with maintenance, 

as noted in the Introduction in proposition #7.  The opposite of maintenance is 

abandonment, or not being maintained.  As in, one abandons a course of action that is 

not working.  But Deleuze points to a more social and collective form of abandonment.  

When an institution does not meet the needs of part of a collective or an individual, or 

when a group of people is excluded from an institution that is meant to serve an 

identified collective need, the result is often collective social abandonment that can 

result in the oppression, destabilization, exposure and destruction of entire communities 

and cultures, and leading to greater vulnerability wherein crises and disasters expose 

and make visceral the slow violence of maintenance not done, or not done well.123  

In the case of institutions that are public and publicly necessary, however, as in 

supported by the state and systems of taxation, like public infrastructure, abandonment 

can be a form of “slow violence,” meted through environmental vulnerability, as 

 

122 Ibid., 20. 
123 Cf. the Introduction to this text, maintenance propositions #4 and #6, pp. 38 & 48, respectively. 
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described by Rob Nixon in the introduction.124  Ruth Wilson Gilmore uses the phrase 

“infrastructural abandonment,” to refer to the “naturally and socially produced 

destruction” of patterns of infrastructural neglect that lead to massive infrastructure 

failures in times of natural disaster and have predominantly plagued lower income 

communities and communities of color in the United States.125  A dedicated theorization 

of abandonment is notably absent in Ukeles’s work, especially considering that she was 

working within the sanitation infrastructure during a period of austerity policy-making 

for “slum clearance” commonly called “planned shrinkage,” or, more insidiously, 

“benign neglect.”126  Essentially, the city made massive cuts to public services that 

predominantly affected poorer communities and communities of color (neighborhoods 

that produced lower tax revenues), resulting in abandoned buildings left to burn, or 

decreased trash collection.   
 

124 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence. 
125 Gilmore cited in Jackson, Social Works, 40. Ruth Wilson Gilmore cites the treatment of incarcerated 
persons during Hurricane Katrina as evidence of infrastructural abandonment.  Gilmore, “Tossed 
overboard: Katrina, Incarceration, and the Politics of Abandonment.” We could also cite what happened to 
Puerto Rico’s power infrastructure in the decades leading up to hurricane Maria as an example, or the 
neglect of the water infrastructure in Flint, MI that resulted in lead-poisoned water pumped into homes in 
predominantly Black and low-income communities.  Infrastructural neglect is an effect of not having 
political power or representation.  The perniciousness of infrastructural neglect is that it can be so invisible 
as infrastructural (maybe even a lack of something), it may not appear until it is broken or undone.  
Infrastructural neglect and public abandonment connect the issues of social and environmental justice.  
Take, for example, the activist and organizing work of Catherine Flowers, a descendant of Black Panthers 
who founded the Alabama Center for Rural Enterprise (ACRE) and has been working on public waste 
infrastructure issues in the rural, heavily Black Lowndes County, AL.  Non-incorporation of majority Black 
rural communities, thus keeping them off of public sanitation and waste infrastructures, is a form of 
municipal discrimination rampant in rural parts of the South. ACRE has been working in partnership with 
the Duke Franklin Humanities Institute’s Human Rights Center, with Flowers as an FHI resident, since 2018, 
https://humanrights.fhi.duke.edu/environmental-justice/.  
126 The term “planned shrinkage” was coined by New York City’s housing commissioner at the time who 
was also the author of the policy, Roger Starr. Kim Moody, From Welfare State to Real Estate, 76-77, 140. 



 

128 

Out of abandonment, though, as I will show in Chapter 3, new kinds of counter-

institutions may form, where a group comes together apart from the institution or a 

broader public to collectively define and meet needs, forming alternative rituals of 

recognition and valorization.127  I will demonstrate how this may happen through 

aesthetic experiences, or experiences of self-recognition in sub- and counter-cultural 

forms of representation.  First, though, I turn to another contemporary, collective, and 

complex crisis of maintenance, the Anthropocene. 

 

 

127 Judith Butler, “Agencies of Style for the Liminal Subject,” in Gilroy, et. al., eds., Without Guarantees: in 
Honour of Stuart Hall.  
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Chapter 2: Monuments to the Anthropocene 
A consciousness of mud and the realms of sedimentation is necessary in order to 

understand the landscape as it exists.1 

4th of August 2017. I am standing on a viewing platform overlooking a chasm that is so 

wide, so deep, it appears to have its own weather. It is windy up here. A fine mist in the 

air is partially obscuring my view of the tiny town of Malartic in northwestern Quebec, 

Canada, which now that I can make it out, appears to be positioned right up at the edge 

of the massive hole in the earth I am standing over, which I locate by the tip of its church 

steeple peeking over the top of the stone berm between the chasm and the town.  The 

hole is an open-pit gold mine. Down in the colossal cavity dozers and diggers and 

trucks, so far away they look like toys, motor back and forth around one corner of the 

pit, pushing together piles of the loosened slate-colored earth, scooping it up, and 

depositing it in the backs of dump trucks which, once full, begin a long, winding journey 

up the terraces around the edge of gigantic depression, finally emerging at the surface to 

carry their loads out to be processed.  We, my co-researchers and I, stand and watch the 

activity for a while, which is so distant and unceasing it feels remote-controlled from 

this god’s-eye view.  In a sense, it is.  A fact gleaned on the bus ride out here from the 

Canadian Malartic Mine Representative giving us this up-close tour, is that the rate of 

production at the mine is managed algorithmically, so the scheduling and routing of 

 

1 Robert Smithson, “Frederick Law Olmstead and the Dialectical Landscape,” in Jack Flam, ed. Robert 
Smithson: Collected Writings, 170. 
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trucks carrying materials out, the timing of blasts to loosen more rock ore, the amount of 

material processed each day, can be minutely measured and orchestrated to respond to 

the exigencies of the market and thus the shifting value of the mineral material left in the 

ground as determined by the market value of gold out in the world, by which the 

productive value of the work to get it out also rises and falls.  The maintenance of the 

value of all, along with the environment(s) in which it is situated is all so delicately 

interconnected and tuned toward extraction.2  

 Extraction, Colonialism, Speculation: these are the syllabus headings for the 

experimental seminar and fieldwork expedition that I am currently on with about 20 

other scholars and artists exploring the subject of “Planetary Futures,” though we have 

spent most of the time so far talking about the present and various pasts, human and 

geological.  The mine is part of “extraction,” but it engages just as much with the other 

two: a speculation on gold that drives the extraction, the colonization of First Nation’s 

people that shapes the politics of the history and present of so many extractive 

environments and infrastructures.3 

 

2 Cf. proposition #2 in the Introduction on the interconnections maintenance work creates between subject 
and object. 
3 The Malartic mine sits on overlapping First Nations territories made up of indigenous people of Cree 
descent.  The area experienced a huge boom in white settlement following the discovery of major gold 
deposits in the region in the 1920s. On the colonization of Cree Nations in Quebec from 1870 to the 1950s, 
and its connection to the fur trade, logging, and mining see Toby Morantz, White Man’s Gonna Getcha: the 
Colonial Challenge to the Crees in Quebec. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002.  We could think, 
however, the connections between a number of different colonial and neo-colonial relations and the history 
of capitalist resource extraction through mining and oil drilling.  Conflict with Native Americans and First 
Nations Peoples in the U.S. and Canada frequently arises over the dispossession of native lands for resource 
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One gram of gold per one ton of rock. One ton is equal to almost a million grams, 

so of that almost million grams of other stuff, just one of them is gold, but it’s distributed 

throughout the ton, so you have to blast the rock apart and treat it with chemicals and 

submerge it in water to get the gold out, leaving behind 907,184 grams of chemically 

polluted waste rock, called “mine tailings” which must then be put in lined pits and 

remediated so they don’t pollute the ground water and surrounding ecosystems.  One 

gram per ton.  Did you know that most of the world’s gold just sits there in central bank 

vaults (the U.S. and Germany currently have the largest stores), or in the private 

collections of the very wealthy, doing nothing but driving speculation?  In 2012, Warren 

Buffet estimated that all the gold in the world, if melted down, would make a cube 

about 68-ft long on each side.  That’s 204 cubic feet, or 111,385,108.94 grams.  I wonder 

how much this represents in mine tailings. 

A couple days ago, we drove eight hours up here from the city in three vans, 

crossing into the boreal forest that rings the arctic circle, through northern Quebec 

province and into the Val d’Or, the valley of gold, so named for its mineralogy. We’re in 

the western corner of the province, near the border with Ontario, where a mineral-rich 

strip of land straddling the provincial borders, known as the Abitibi Green Belt, was 

 

 

extraction.  The protests that began in 2016 and continue through the present writing, over the construction 
of the Dakota Access Pipeline, which was routed under part of Lake Oahe on the Standing Rock Indian 
Reservation which sits on the border between North and South Dakota, is just one recent example.  The 
pipeline’s mere existence would threaten the water resources of the Standing Rock Sioux.  
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formed thousands of millions of years ago at the end of the Archean Era by submarine 

volcanoes and shifting plates and intruding magma that deposited copper, zinc, gold, 

and platinum.4  We’re in a part of the Earth where Precambrian rock is exposed, a 

surface that was around when the continents were forming, before multicellular life, 

when the air was mostly nitrogen and the planet was covered in a global ocean.   

On the way up from Montreal we discussed a more recent past, the last few 

hundred or so years of colonialism and industrialized development.  This part of the 

boreal forest, according to the articles I have read, is home to a diversity of First Nations 

communities of the Algonquian linguistic group (Mi’kmaq, Malecite, Abenaki, 

Penobscot, Innu/Montagnais, Cree, Atikamekw, Algonquin/Anishinabe, 

Ojibwa/Anishinabe, Chippewa), who had traditionally subsisted on hunter-gathering 

and minimal agricultural development, but through a sustained cultivation and 

management of the forest ecosystem.5 These First Nations people also named and built 

cultural memory, personal and communal, through relationships with the landscape, its 

plant, animal, hydrological, and mineral resources, and their interactions with non-

human others, practices that has been little-appreciated or understood by the successive 

waves of European settlers who colonized Canada and drew the borders of Quebec 

 

4 Thomas Monecke, et. al., “Geology of the Abitibi Greenstone Belt,” in Monecke, et. al., ed. Archean Base 
and Precious Metal Deposits, Southern Abitibi Greenstone Belt, https://doi-
org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.5382/Rev.19.  
5 Fikret Berkes and Iaian J. Davidson-Hunt, “Biodiversity, traditional management systems, and cultural 
landscapes: examples from the boreal forest of Canada,” 45-47. 
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province right through existing territories.6  Maintenance, as in the maintenance of 

culture and the values and meanings of things, or the maintenance of one’s 

environment, can be so habitual that it disappears; it can also be erased if those with 

power choose not to look at it as such.7  Marie-Pierre Boucher, one of the leaders of our 

expedition, and a scholar who grew up in Montreal, reminds us of another brutal recent 

history: the high incidence of missing and murdered indigenous women and girls across 

Canada, a compound problem of enduring coloniality, lack of resources, and 

indifference to and normalization of violence within and against indigenous 

communities in Canada.8   

Malartic is Canada’s largest operating open-pit gold mine, dually owned by 

Yamana Gold Inc. and Agnico Eagle Mines Limited, two Canadian-Based gold 

producers with international mine holdings.  It has been open since 2011, after a 2008 

drilling excursion by the Osisko Mining Corporation found gold ore body in surface 

deposits above several defunct mid-century gold mines in the Malartic area.  The price 

of gold was on a decades-long slippage when the last underground gold mines were 

 

6 Harvey A. Feit, “James Bay Crees’ Life Projects and Politics: Histories of Place, Animal Partners and 
Enduring Relationships,” in Mario Blaser, Harvey A. Feit and Glenn McRae, eds., In the Way of Development: 
Indigenous Peoples, Life Projects, and Globalization, 92-4. 
7 Cf. proposition #5 on the invisibility of maintenance, and proposition #3 on maintenance and exploitation 
in the Introduction to this text, pp. 40 & 35, respectively. 
8 The excessively high rates of missing and murdered indigenous women and girls in Canada sparked a 
2016 National Inquiry, which held Truth Gatherings with families and survivors to provide witness 
testimony, along with other research and expert testimony.  A final report, Reclaiming Power and Place, was 
issued in 2019, with a supplement focused on Quebec province. See https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/final-
report/.  
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closed here in 1983.  But by the time of the 2008 find, it was once again on the rise and 

technology had advanced, making the relatively low-quality of the mine’s grade—the 

number of grams of gold per ton of rock—again, one gram per ton at Malartic—

financially feasible.  A high-quality mine, by comparison, carries between 8 and 10 

grams of desired material per ton of ore.9  The Canadian Malartic Mine Company’s 

(CMM) 2014 report estimated that the find, which was partially located under the town 

of Malartic, still represented about 10.8 million ounces of gold to be drawn from the 

ground.10  At today’s price of around $1,800 US/$2,300 CA per ounce of gold, that puts 

the total current worth of that gold at about $19,952,676,000 US or $25,419,808,987 CA.11  

The mine brought thousands of new jobs and invested both in local infrastructure and 

the local economy.12  It built new housing and roads and schools.  Never mind the 150 

homes13—a good chunk of the town—they had to relocate and the nuisances (blasting, 

dust) and dangers (contaminated air and water) of living next to an open pit in the earth 

where they mix finely ground earth with cyanide solution, massive amounts of water, 

and zinc and boil the remainders to leech out the soft, shiny yellow metal, valuable 

 

9 https://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/022315/what-does-grade-gold-mine-refer.asp 
10 https://canadianmalartic.com/wp-content/uploads/cmgp-
00004_sustainabilityreport2014_ang_final_lr_4.pdf 
11 The current price of gold can be found at https://goldprice.org/gold-price.html, visited 19 January 2021. 
12 According to the mine’s own 2018 reporting, it employed 1,800 full-time workers that year.  Our 
representative at the mine noted that the site was not only a driver of this primary employment, but also 
secondary economic developments—new jobs and business in town and the surrounding areas to serve this 
workforce.  “Our Story Continues: 2018 Sustainability Report,” Canadian Malartic Mine, 2018, 5: 
https://canadianmalartic.com/wp-content/uploads/canadian-malartic-mine-2018-substainability-report.pdf.  
13 With a portion of the find situated under part of the existing town of Malartic in 2008, 150 homes had to be 
demolished and their residents relocated in  
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mostly for its use decoration on the body, or to be displayed behind glass, or to sit in 

massive vaults where it will serve as an abstraction for some other value rendered in the 

real world.14  Valued, as value in-itself, toward the maintenance of value, but of what 

and for whom? 

We’ve come to the mine to experience first-hand some of the ways in which 

extractive capitalism has been reshaping this unfathomably ancient landscape, along 

with the rest of the earth’s surface. “Anthroturbation,” a term coined to refer distinctly 

human patterns of surface strata bioturbation—which offers a pleasingly literal 

definition as the disturbance of Earth surface sediments (turbation) through the activity 

of living organisms (bios)—is one of the major geological signatures of specifically 

human activity, with human surface effects reaching orders of magnitude in scale and 

depth beyond the disturbances caused by burrowing animals and insects, or even the 

deepest tree roots.15  Humans have been mining the surface of the Earth for flint to make 

weapons and tools since the early Paleolithic Era, nearly 1.0 million years ago, setting off 

the Stone Age, and that long period was followed by the Bronze and Iron Ages (roughly 

5,300-2,900 years ago), all so-named for the substances driving tool creation, all of which 

had to be excavated from the surface of the Earth.16  However, these surface diggings 

 

14 About 50% of the gold produced worldwide is used in jewelry.   
15 For an argument in support of recognizing anthroturbation as a primary signature of the official 
Anthropocene geologic era see Jan Zalasievicz, Colin N. Waters, and Mark Williams,”Human Bioturbation, 
and the subterranean landscape of the Anthropocene,” 3-9. 
16 G. Verri, et. al., “Flint mining in prehistory recorded by in situ-produced cosmogenic 10Be,” 7880-7884. 
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with hand tools, though they represent the displacement of tons of material and enabled 

the building of impressive surface structures, are nothing compared to the scale and 

depths of the mining for minerals and fossil fuels that started in and powered the 

industrial age, and the further extension and intensification of these practices—fracking 

and deep boring for oil and gas on land an on the ocean floor, underground nuclear 

detonations—with the technological advances of the Great Acceleration post-1950.17  

These man-made pits, tunnels, boreholes, and radioactive melt cores buried deep 

beneath giant surface craters will likely last longer than any other signature of human 

activity in the geologic strata.18  The mining industry here is deeply intwined with the 

history of colonial conquest, of taking things that have already been spoken for, and 

misrecognizing a lack of visible, permanent material infrastructure for a lack of cultural, 

social, and spiritual ones, which are in many ways very much material.  The mine is also 

a permanent monument to some kind of human-ness (among many), whether we accept 

it as such or not. 

Taking up the spirit of Ukeles’s invented civic monuments, in this chapter I 

employ the figure of the monument to negotiate some tensions in the historical 

dichotomies between human and environment and nature and culture in 1960s and 

1970s art, where they show up in conceptual artistic meanderings on environments (both 

 

17 Zalasieveicz, et. al., “Human Bioturbation,” 4. 
18 Ibid., 5. 
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man-made and not), monumental land-based sculpture, and institutional critique.  In the 

course of this monumental tour I use this form of civic infrastructure as Ukeles did, as a 

kind of reciprocal readymade positioned to think about how a series of sites both real 

and imaginary, from the open pit gold mine to a reservoir for nuclear waste and several 

site-specific artworks, once renamed and so reclaimed as monuments, may open onto 

different ways of sensing, knowing, and relating to “environment” in our present, in this 

new period that scholars across academic disciplines from the arts to the sciences are 

now calling the Anthropocene.19   

The Anthropocene, a proposed geologic era, was first suggested as official 

geologic nomenclature by atmospheric chemists Paul Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer at 

a meeting of the International Geosphere-Biosphere program in the year 2000.  The idea, 

in its most succinct formulation, names the human species as the primary force shaping 

the geologic history of the planet.20  It thus marks an end to the Holocene era, a period 

that began with the end of the last ice age about 12,000 years ago and includes in its 

temporal scope a period of relative climatic stability (and therefore homeostasis, or 

maintenance) which fostered the growth, proliferation, and technologization of the 

human species, and of course, in the last several hundred years, the proliferation and 

technologization of some members of the human species more than others through the 

 

19 Crutzen and Stoermer, The Anthropocene.  I will go into more detail on the naming of a new geologic era 
and its reception across the arts and humanities below. 
20 Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer, “The Anthropocene,” 17.  For an excellent journalistic treatment 
of the Anthropocene debate see Elizabeth Kolbert, “Enter the Age of Man,” 60-85. 
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latter’s colonial subjugation, enslavement, and even eradication through violence, 

expropriation, and disease as a result of their “discovery” by the former.  The blanket 

value of “Anthropos” as a cognate of “human” fails to register this range of differential 

agency and blameworthiness in this situation as such, a point that many have made 

before.  The Anthropocene hypothesis also relies for its conjectures about the geological 

and climatic signatures of the human, on a networked technical infrastructure of 

satellites and other kinds of atmospheric and oceanic measuring devices churning a 

huge amount of data with a whole lot of computing power to generate sophisticated 

models and simulations all contributing to its global vision and scope.21  It is thus an 

idea that irrevocably entangles human futures with non-human and planetary ones, at 

the same time that it proposes a planetary situation that cannot be registered, unassisted, 

in human domains of sense and human patterns of representation and meaning-making.    

This concept of human activity as a geologic force is not new, and a term naming 

it has such has been tossed around in geological discourse since at least the 19th 

century.22  Nonetheless, the most recent designation has taken off in scientific 

communities for the way in which it forces a deep questioning of the ideological 

separation of humans and nature in Western culture, points to the species’ ultimate 

interdependence with earth systems, and simultaneously names the source of their 

 

21 T.J. Demos, Against the Anthropocene, 10. For a technological and institutional history of global climate 
science see Paul N. Edwards, A Vast Machine. 
22 Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin, “Defining the Anthropocene,” 172-3. 
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disruption as well as the agents of their future management.23 As historian Dipesh 

Chakrabarty has noted, at the very least this calls for us to dissolve the disciplinary 

separation of human history and “natural history” and thoroughly question “humanist 

histories of modernity/globalization.”24 

The Anthropocene has also sparked lively discussion and critique in the 

“human” disciplines—the arts and humanities—precisely because of this politics of 

representation.25  As many have pointed out, the Anthropocene hypothesis (the proposal 

has yet to be made official geologic nomenclature), in its universalizing reference to 

“humanity,” thus tends to erase the social and cultural entanglements of the “human 

activities” it names as the evidence of “Anthropos” as a geologic force—intensive 

agriculture reliant on synthetic fertilizers, extractive and environmentally destructive 

mining practices, and the exponential increase in carbon emissions since the beginning 

of industrialization—and their connection to the history of coloniality and present of 

extractive petrocapitalism.26  As Ajay Singh Chaudhary succinctly puts it, “we’re not all 

 

23 Crutzen and Stoermer called for, “the global research and engineering community to guide mankind 
towards global, sustainable, environmental management” in their initial proposal of the Anthropocene 
designation.  See also, Frank Beirmann, Earth System Governance: World Politics in The Anthropocene. 
24 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” 201, 207. 
25 T.J. Demos, Against the Anthropocene, 10. 
26 Many scholars have pointed out the universalizing category of the “Anthropos-“ and shown how eco-cide 
has historically gone hand in hand with colonialism and violence against people of color, indigenous 
people, and women. For an approach to this critique that revolves around naming the Anthropos- in the 
Anthropocene, see Donna Haraway, “Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making 
Kin,” 159-165; the collected essays in Jason W. Moore, ed., Anthropocene or Capitalocene? Nature, History, and 
the Crisis of Capitalism; and Alexandra Pirici and Raluca Voinea, “Manifesto for the Gynecene—Sketch for a 
New Geological Era,” https://ro.tranzit.org/file/MANIFESTO-for-the-Gynecene.pdf.  
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in this together,” both in terms of the causes of anthropogenic climate change, and its 

most immediate and destructive effects.27  As noted in the proposition #6 about 

maintenance in the Introduction, the immediate crises and disasters in the aftermath of 

ever more extreme weather will only expose the long slow violence of enduring 

inequalities and abandonments, and the maintenance not done.  In fact, if recent 

responses to environmental disasters have demonstrated anything it is that the crisis 

will only likely deepen existing global and local inequalities, conflicts, and suffering, 

with wealthier individuals and nations using their command of resources to ensure their 

own environmental security, while the world’s largest polluters—the oil and gas 

industry and all individuals and nations in the first category—will continue to extract 

and release more carbon.  Chaudhary thus concludes, “there will be no universal politics 

of the Anthropocene.”28 

But the crisis of visuality embedded in the science and reality of this newly 

theorized planetary condition goes beyond its universalizing tendencies.  As Nicholas 

Mirzoeff explains, because the complexity of the earth systems science underlying the 

Anthropocene hypothesis, the nature of the data on which it depends, and the 

geochemical materiality of its most immediate effects, the condition cannot be seen or 

 

27 Ajay Singh Chaudhary, “We’re Not in this Together,” http://thebaffler.com/salvos/were-not-in-this-
together-chaudhary.  
28 Ibid. 
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sensed, only visualized by technical means.29  The question of visuality thus also points 

back to multiple layers of technological mediation and the ways of scientific looking 

with which they are enmeshed, their distance from embodied sensing, and the legibility 

with which they are rendered that tends to obfuscate the difference.30  In other words, 

we have gone from a photographic imaginary of the planet from space rendered from 

satellite imagery (and sometimes even an actual camera), to complex and composite 

visualizations which can render the planet at multiple scales over vast temporal spans 

with overlays of global data that may otherwise be invisible, presented to sense in a 

visual way.31 And these kinds of images are not limited to Google Earth or the complex 

modeling performed within the scientific community.  We see them every day when we 

watch the weather report.32  The same regime of sensing technology is what gives us the 

curving red and blue lines of weather fronts rendered across the map of the United 

States.  As Jody Berland has convincingly argued, “the mediation of technological and 

geographical landscapes extends the colonial history of scientific-technological mapping 

and administration of the land to the digital grid of three-dimensional space.”33  

 

29 Nicholas Mirzoeff, “Visualizing the Anthropocene,” 213. 
30 Demos, Against the Anthropocene, 14-15. 
31 Popular use of this kind of planetary rendering can be seen in the Google Earth interface with its layers 
and multi-scalar total planet view.  The Globaia.org website offers a recent popular-audience Anthropocene 
visualizations. https://globaia.org/anthropocene. Demos discusses Globaia in ibid., 10-13. 
32 Jody Berland discusses the military history of planetary sensing via satellites and the co-imbrication of 
multiple disciplines and media in the development and deployment of planetary sensing including 
meteorology, climate science and earth systems sciences, television, and the internet. Berland, “Mapping 
Space: Imaging Technologies and the Planetary Body,” in North of Empire, 242-272.  
33 Ibid., 246. 
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Atmosphere, biosphere, and geosphere are thus rendered sensible, and significantly, 

visualizable, through a techno-spheric capacity that is also founded on a fantasy of 

management and control.  “The ability to assemble a visualization,” according to 

Nicholas Mirzoeff, “manifests the authority of the visualizer.”34  A visualization is more 

than just a look, it is a strategic one.  It is a view over the battlefield that gives the 

General a more total picture, or the disembodied, information-laden rendering of drone 

vision in our contemporary world.35  In short, visualization is simultaneously a will to 

management and a process of ordering and control.   

This global and globalizing regime of sensing and the emergent scientific 

discipline that relies on it, earth system science, was inspired in part by James Lovelock’s 

Gaia hypothesis and early work on the concept of the biosphere, which were themselves 

embedded in a discourse of 1960s “Whole Earth” environmentalism driven by the 

popularization of systems theory into cultural representations, and an imaginary of the 

planet as an “immanent and interconnected system.”36  Which is not to say that the 

planetary imaginaries that were emerging in parts of cultural discourse around 

environment and other applications of systems thinking in the second half of the 20th 

 

34 Nicholas Mirzoeff, The Right to Look, 2. 
35 In The Right to Look, Mirzoeff traces the genealogy of contemporary practices of visualization from colonial 
regimes (mapping the territory, oversight of the plantation) and military practices (mapping the battlefield, 
information overlays, the heads-up display), showing how visuality underlies the modern imaginary.  The 
Right to Look, 48-76, 123-154. 
36 Anselam Franke, “Earthrise and the Disappearance of the Outside,” in Aneslam Franke and Diederich 
Diederichsen, eds. The Whole Earth, 15.  On the history of earth systems science and its connection to Gaia see 
Will Steffen, et.al., “The emergence and Evolution of Earth System Science,” 54-63. 
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century were by any means the same as or representative of the complex and 

interdisciplinary scientific work that underlies the contemporary understanding of 

earth’s interlocking biogeochemical cycles.37 However, the epistemic shifts this 

contemporary understanding relies on—namely from thinking of humans as separate 

from environment and nature as separate from culture—toward new understandings of 

the planetary body as a series of multiple, interlocking systems or spheres, cultural, 

ecological, political, economic, as ineluctably interconnected and, in the words of art 

historian James Nesbit “bound to the shapes of ecological change.”38  The works I survey 

in this chapter begin register this shift, and begin to work within its terms, as we saw 

with Jack Burnham’s “Systems Esthetics” in Chapter 1, and do so either by trying to exit 

the art system, make insertions or interventions into other kinds of systems, or question 

the idealism of systems theory and its elisions of temporality and the 

incommensurability of differences in scale.  And importantly, most of them were not 

about environment as such, but the intersection of human systems and non-human ones, 

and thus often confronted differences of temporality and scale.  I’m interested in the 

way these objects, sometimes read against their own authorial grain, might help us 

grapple with the scalar and temporal complexities of the climatic and the geologic.  

Following Ukeles, I take the monument as a potent object, and potentially a deeply 

 

37 Clive Hamilton, “Getting the Anthropocene So Wrong,” 103. 
38 James Nisbet, Environments, Ecologies and Energy Systems. 
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ambivalent one, that can become a site for the contestation and re-valuation of 

meanings.  I want to take a tour, in other words, of Monuments to the Anthropocene.39   

The Anthropocene and the Planetary Imaginary 

We came all this way to explore the Moon, and the most important thing is that 
we discovered the Earth.40 

Art will not save us.  Art will not solve this.  Art will not make the corporations who 

have the means to shift the course of planetary change do so.  It is not that “art” does not 

have the power to shift ideas, it does.  Art can be a way to play with representation so as 

to make its underlying logics of power sensible.41 But the forces with which these 

organizations are enmeshed are power vacuums, using wealth and resource to pull all 

representation into a system of institutional self-reference in which its power is 

contained.42  It is not that they will not see the art, they may even own some of the art, or 

share people (oil and gas executives) with the boards of the institutions that do.43  These 

board members could even pass the art, champagne in hand, on their way to find 

 

39 Robert Smithson, “A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, NJ” (1967), in Jack Flam, ed., Robert Smithson: 
Collected Writings, 68-74.  
40 This quote is widely and famously attributed to astronaut William Anders, the commander of NASA’s 
Apollo 8 mission, remarking on seeing Earth from space in December 1968. Apollo 8 was the source of 
NASA’s Earthrise photograph, showing the planet “rising” over a horizon formed by the surface of the 
Moon, as seen from the Apollo 8 Lunar Capsule.  The quote does not appear in the published Apollo 8 
mission transcript.  See Patty Wetli, “’Earthrise,’ the Photo That Propelled the Environmental Movement 
and Led to Earth Day,” https://news.wttw.com/2020/04/22/earthrise-photo-propelled-environmental-
movement-and-led-earth-day.  
41 Jacques Ranciere, The Emancipated Spectator, 48. 
42 Andrea Fraser, “The Critique of Institutions and the Institution of Critique,” in Alberro and Stimson, eds. 
Institutional Critique, 408-417. 
43 The oil and gas industry has had a long history of donating to the arts as a form of brand management 
Mel Evans refers to as “artwashing.” Mel Evans, Artwash: Big Oil and the Arts. 
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another meticulously architectured canapé.  Investing in art is a great way to continue 

along a course of ruinous extractive resource exploitation and ecocide (not to mention 

dispossession and war) and still manage your brand image. 

The question that keeps emerging in arts and humanities discussions around the 

Anthropocene is, as always, what can art (literature, music, art, dance, culture) do?  Or, 

how can the arts and humanities, as mediators of cultural meaning, contribute to public 

understandings of climate change?44  Malcolm Miles asks the question thusly: does 

“contemporary art dealing with climate change have the capacity contribute to a shift in 

consciousness, for individuals and societies, likely to be conducive to a sustainable way 

of living?”45  In his extensive work on contemporary art addressed to climate and 

ecology, historian and cultural critic T.J. Demos has argued passionately about the role 

of artistic practices in “animating” the radical imagination and political will needed to 

address climate change, which again sparks a series of thorny questions: 

How can artistic practices, operating at the rocky juncture of art 
institutions, activism, and nongovernmental politics, challenge the 
emergence of neo-liberal eco-governmentality? How can art oppose 
the commercialization of nature, packaged as an economic resource, or 
counteract greenwashing to alternatively define the environment with 
a focus on global justice and ecological sustainability? How do we 
define what is to be ecologically sustained, and it is not enough to 
sustain current conditions, whatever they may be, rather than 
improving or moving beyond them?  How might artists, furthermore, 
animate an “environmentalism of the poor”—a politics of 

 

44 See, for example, Kathryn Yusoff and Jennifer Gabrys, “Climate Change and the Imagination,” 516-534. 
45 Malcom Miles, “Representing Nature: Art and Climate Change,” 19. 
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environmental justice viewed from the perspective of those who have 
the least access to resources, job protection, political and economic 
power, and government and media representation—to avoid the 
exclusivity of an “environmentalism born of affluence” in Western 
capitalist societies?46 

The complexity of Demos’s questioning and the references throughout to multiple 

stakeholders at different scales and levels of power (art institutions, activists and 

nongovernmental political organizations, nature, greenwashers, “the poor,” 

governments, media, the affluent) points to how politically inflected (as in: embedded in 

multiple and conflicting relations of power) contemporary aesthetic and artistic 

approaches to Anthropocene reality are, regardless of their level of engagement with 

political or social praxis. 

 The numerous contemporary artist-activist practices that Demos discusses in his 

survey Decolonizing Nature represent a range of ecologically oriented artistic 

interventions from an impressively geographically and culturally diverse slate of 

practitioners including, among many others, the Indian filmmaker and installation artist 

Amar Kanwar, the Danish-based experimental activist group Superflex, the art-research-

curatorial team of the London-based Otolith Group, the American conceptual artist Amy 

Balkin, and the Mexican social practice artist Pedro Reyes.  Representing a huge range of 

genres (film, documentary, photography, art-as-research, curation, social practice), most 

work that Demos describes either takes an approach to environmental representation, 

 

46 Ibid., 53-54. 
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trying to document and make visible or sensible the social, political, and environmental 

ramification of capitalist extractivism, or attempt to model more sustainable and just 

practices.47  “The most compelling current artistic models,“ Demos argues, “join the 

aesthetic dimension of experimental and perceptual engagement with the commitment 

to postcolonial ethico-political praxis.”48  As reviewer Catherine Elwes has pointed out, 

“in all these discussion, Demos only touches briefly on questions of aesthetics, visual 

pleasure, and the role of the spectator in ecological art.”49  He also goes out of his way to 

ground his preferred contemporary practices in a genealogy of land and environmental 

art from the 1960s and 1970s (including several works which, I will argue below, are not, 

in fact, about the “environment” at all), which he then dismisses as “eco-restorationist”, 

“romanticizing,” and “aestheticizing,” and stuck in the conservationist environmental 

politics of the past (which is, of course, when they were made).50  Open up the “aesthetic 

dimension of experiment,” but don’t make it too aesthetic.51  Noticeably absent from 

Demos’s series of inquiries above is also what art might want (even though it shows up 

as an agent in question number two); or, to put it another way, “for whom?”  Whose 

imagination is supposed to be “radicalized” or “shifted” through activist-artist practices 

 

47 Catherine Elwes, “Review: Decolonizing Nature and the Politics of Ecology, T.J. Demos,” 150. 
48 Demos, 12. 
49 Elwes, 153. 
50 Demos, 43, 44.  
51 Ibid., 12. 
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that engage at the local level with global formations?52  Do “the poor” even want their 

environmentalism “animated” through the discourses of art?   

 I think these are important questions that have not been debated nearly enough 

within the Anthropocene-Art-Institution echo chamber to which texts like Demos’s are 

addressed.  As the Dominican artist, poet, and critic Manuel Arturo Abreu has argued, 

the ethico-political stakes of art that works in social practice, and we could include many 

eco-activist projects within this category because they work at the intersection of social, 

economic, and environmental relations—is that the medium at hand for the creative, 

expressive or aesthetic manipulation of the artist or artist-collective, is the social.53  It is 

social relations, or social-environmental relations. The medium is people.  And, Abreu 

reminds us, “all art and all media are already social.”54  It is enough for something to be 

a social or ecological practice, we don’t need to also call it art. The latter designation also 

often means “as determined by an institution and a funding structure.” 

I would also argue that the Anthropocene hypothesis itself is deeply aesthetic, 

both in the sense of its basic regimes of planetary visualization and scientific looking, as 

well as in the way it pushes at the limits of sensory perception through the scalar 

intensities of planetary space and geologic or climatic time, reviving an older Western 

tradition of environmental terror rendered delightful (or at least thoroughly captivating) 

 

52 Ibid. 
53 Manuel Arturo Abreu, “We Need to Talk About Social Practice,” 
https://www.artpractical.com/column/we-need-to-talk-about-social-practice/.  
54 Ibid. 
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through an aesthetic sublime.55 This explains in part why Demos is at pains to 

emphasize the pedagogical/didactic nature of the projects he looks at over their formal, 

aesthetic, or poetic qualities.  You risk aestheticizing politics rather than politicizing 

aesthetics.   

 Instead of turning away from the older land and environmental art that Demos 

deems too romanticizing, I want to take its monumental aesthetics on to think about 

how many of these works work to mediate embodied relations to space and time.  It 

should also be noted immediately that the diverse and varied movements to make “art 

in the land” in the U.S. in the 1960s and 70s, which comprise the bulk of the art I look at 

here, were not uniformly concerned with environment or ecology, but in fact represent 

artistic responses in various media to a number of issues including but not limited to the 

commodity status of the art object, the limits and exclusions of art’s institutions, the 

perception of the environment, systems theory, embodiment, and sometimes, yes, 

ecological concerns and environmental destruction.56  A number of these artists actually 

lived in New York City, and/or at some remove from the sites in which they were 

 

55 Gene Ray, “Terror and the Sublime in the So-Called Anthropocene,” https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-
02997476. 
56 For an excellent overview of 1960s and 70s land and environmentally based art practice see Susan 
Boettger, Earthworks.  Boettger notes that because many of these practices were taking place concurrently 
with the birth of the environmental movement and the growth and popularization of ecosystem science, 
exhibitions of land based practices, for example the pivotal 1968 Dwan Gallery show Earthworks, were 
covered by both critics and the popular press in ways that connected the art to environmentalism (151-2).  
Heizer’s use of the land was more in a pastoralist tradition, seeing it as unmarked wilderness, with heavy 
cowboy undertones. Smithson had a deep suspicion of naturalism and expressly eschewed thinking of his 
work as “about nature,” a point to which I will return to below. See, for example, Robert Smithson, “Mirror 
Travels in the Yucatan,” (1969) in Robert Smithson: the Collected Writings, 131-132. 
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working, and yet they made art that most New Yorkers would never be able to 

experience in person.  And, if anything uniform could be said about them, it is that most 

took an approach to space, site, environment, or system which was quite often 

thoroughly aesthetic, which does not mean they didn’t have a politics that we can 

contend with.  This speculation on monuments is an attempt to imbue a politics of 

maintenance, in keeping with maintenance proposition #8, that maintenance is political, 

and reimagine their aesthetics (proposition #9) to re-animate these objects as possible 

sites of renewed collective value and meaning-making at a time when the maintenance 

of the species and our vast interconnected planet is in question. 

I’ve also chosen these sites because they all relate to a series of imaginary objects 

and themes that I keep coming across both in my research on the Anthropocene and my 

research on land and environmental art in the 60s and 70s, that because of the decades 

and disciplinary distance between these domains, I have to take note of.  They point to 

the deep imbrication of the Anthropocene in a modernist planetary imaginary. They are, 

in no particular order, the spaceship, the desert, the golden spike, and the nuclear.   The 

spaceship is Buckminster Fuller’s Spaceship Earth, or any other complex system as closed 

and contained, which is significantly connected to the planetary imaginaries circulating 

around the earth image, imagining the whole earth as a set of interlocking systems.57  

The desert is the site of the large-scale earthworks by Robert Smithson and Michael 

 

57 Peder Anker, “The Closed World of Ecological Architecture,” 531. 
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Heizer that I will discuss below, as well as a space that often comes up, both in art and in 

contemporary Anthropocene discourse, as a non-human, extra-terrestrial or empty 

space.   The point of change with no return, the massive shift, these are reflected in the 

Anthropocene discussions around the “golden spike,” a series of proposed points about 

when exactly the biogeochemical impact of human activity became so forceful that it 

began to affect the functioning of the earth system. A different golden spike, the one that 

was placed to mark the connection of the Eastern and Western branches forming the first 

transcontinental railroad in the U.S. is also a point of reference for Smithson’s Spiral Jetty 

(1970), from which it lies just down the road.   The nuclear is another one of these 

proposed golden spikes, placing a “nuclear Anthropocene,” marked by the age of atomic 

testing and the presence of radionucleotides in geologic core samples.58  The nuclear also 

stands in for an imagined total apocalypse, and extension beyond human time, or 

communicating with the non-human or post-human as in the nuclear waste markers 

planned (but never executed) for the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in Carlsbad, New 

Mexico, where the tour ends.  The desert, the spaceship, the golden spike, the nuclear.  

In keeping with my speculation on a new civic infrastructure for the Anthropocene, let’s 

call these charged objects a monumental vocabulary. 

 

58 Will Steffen, et.al. “The Anthropocene: Conceptual and Historical Perspectives,” 849. 
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A monument, according to Merriam-Webster, is a mark of “lasting evidence, 

reminder, or example of someone or something notable or great,”59  which strikes me as 

a specifically Western imaginary of visibly ordering time and space along the lines of 

power.  We have plenty of recent evidence of the deep political stakes of this 

understanding of the monument and its connection to visibly upholding cultures of 

racism and anti-Black violence in the United States, in particular because of how 

contested these spaces have become in recent years during protests over anti-Black 

violence and police brutality.  So many of the monuments to the Confederacy spread 

across the country, and in particular in cities across the South, were installed (with 

taxpayer funding) in the early twentieth century as a way of re-affirming a visual culture 

of white supremacy following Reconstruction, during a time when Black southerners 

were also being purged from voter rolls, systematically economically disenfranchised, 

and lynched in a practice of subjugation through racial terror.60  In the early months of 

the COVID-19 pandemic protests against anti-Black police brutality once again sprang 

up across the nation in response to the murder of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, who 

died in custody after Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin knelt on his neck for 

eight minutes and forty-six seconds.  Protesters in Raleigh, Richmond, Charleston, 

Birmingham, Denver, Washington, D.C., and other cities across the country, and even in 

 

59 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/monument.  
60 Brian Palmer, “The Costs of Confederacy,” 54-78.   
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the UK, converged on, defaced (with all manner of food, liquids, and paints), and 

toppled confederate statues.61  In some places, National Guard troops were called in to 

protect them, and then-President Trump pledged to give anyone who was caught 

toppling monuments prison time.  I watched one quiet, balmy Sunday morning last June 

as a crane and a forklift plucked the bronze statue of Henry Lawson Wyatt, the first 

Confederate soldier to die in battle (not the most auspicious entry into history), off its 

granite base on the lawn of the State Capitol building in Raleigh.  It had been erected 

there in 1912 by the Daughters of the Confederacy. 

Monuments are also accidental, are sometimes made from natural features, and 

could be any site that through action or circumstance becomes collectively charged with 

value and meaning.  Monuments can be contested and re-valued or re-possessed. The 

monument is thus a powerful site for political contestation and affirming or re-affirming 

the value of things collectively.  They can mark what a community decides is valuable, 

and the same monument may have different or even competing values for the multiple 

communities with which they are enmeshed.  This is how Ukeles used the form of the 

civic monument in her practice.  It was another element of civic infrastructure through 

which she examined the role of public and ceremonial visibility in the maintenance of 

 

61 Carolina A. Miranda, “Goodbye, Guy on A Horse: After Monument Topplings, New Designs,” 
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2020-07-23/momument-debate-honor-history-new-
design-goodbye-guy-on-a-horse. Neil Vigdor and Daniel Victor, “Over 160 Confederate Symbols Were 
Removed in 2020, Group Says,” https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/23/us/confederate-monuments-george-
floyd-protests.html?smid=url-share.  
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collective values. Thus, works like Ceremonial Arch (1988/1994/2016), constructed from 

what the artist calls a “harvest” of used gloves and other “tools of the trade” sourced 

from the workers that comprise New York City’s vast maintenance infrastructure; or her 

various proposals imagining the Staten Island Landfill as one monumental social 

sculpture, and inviting the public to claim it as such, use the form of a the monument 

and the context of neglected public infrastructure to open up a cultural re-valuation of 

New York City’s waste and the people whose work it is to process it.62 There are also 

naturally occurring monuments, like Mount Rushmore, which was known for centuries 

as a sacred site called Six Grandfathers to the Lakota Sioux who lived across the Black 

Hills of South Dakota until gold was found there by prospectors near the end of the 19th 

century and the land was confiscated by the U.S. government.63  

In the 1970s and 80s, Ukeles was working within an emerging artistic tradition of 

monument-as-reclaimed-readymade borrowed from land and site-based art.  In 1967 the 

sculptor Claes Oldenburg dug a pit six feet deep in New York City’s Central Park for a 

 

62 See, in particular, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Proposal for 1 Million People to Participate in a Public Artwork: 
Public Offerings: Made By All, Redeemed By All (2000-20002). In the proposal Ukeles states: “All of us living, 
working, and visiting New York City up until March 2001, have made Fresh Kills—a true social sculpture 
composed of 150 million tons from literally billions of individual decisions and acts of rejection.”  Ukeles 
proposed to collect offerings from individual members of the public of an object they find “valuable” for 
ceremonial placement in the new Fresh Kills park, a way to re-value the waste beneath through a public 
investment. See Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 184 for a description of this proposal and select images. 
63 This 1877 land seizure was in violation of the 1868 treaty the U.S. had signed with the Sioux at Fort 
Laramie, protecting the Black Hills as Sioux Reservation. 
https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/american_originals/sioux.html. Christina Rose, “Native History: 
Construction of Mount Rushmore Begins,” https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/native-history-
construction-of-mount-rushmore-begins?redir=1.  
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city-sponsored exhibition, Sculpture in the Environment, and called it Placid Civic 

Monument (Hole) (1967).  It was grave-sized, and Oldenberg aimed for a geometric 

uniformity that provided a negative image of some of the minimal sculpture being 

displayed in galleries at that time.64  “All great monuments,” in the words of Robert 

Morris, “celebrate the leading faith of the age, or in retrospect, the prevailing idiocy.”65  

Robert Smithson used the term monument constantly in his site-based work, employing 

the naming of monuments things that were not as an abstraction device for describing 

everything from minimalist sculpture to the semi-industrial suburbia of Passaic, NJ, in 

order to loosen spaces and objects from the grip of the historical temporal order.66  It is 

this spirit of the monument as a “cool” rather than a “hot” medium in McLuhan’s sense, 

as in, a medium that requires “high participation for completion from its audience” that 

we begin our tour naming the monuments to the Anthropocene.67  

 

64 Boettger, Earthworks, 2. 
65 Morris, “Notes on Art as/and Land Reclamation,” 229. 
66 Ann Reynolds, Robert Smithson: Learning from New Jersey and Elsewhere, 113. The monument shows up 
frequently throughout Smithson’s writing and art. See especially the essays “Entropy and the New 
Monuments, 1966”(10-23) and “A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, NJ, 1967” (68-74) in Jack Flam, ed., 
Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings; Smithson also wrote up a treatment for a film called “The Monument: 
Outline for a Film,” which imagines a group of artists, taking off from the New York City apartment of 
gallerist Virginia Dwan (who funded many of Smithson’s earth works), to “find a site to work with” in the 
Pine Barrens of New Jersey. Smithson “The Monument: Outline for a Film, 1967” in ibid., 356-57. He also 
made a few photostat collages, for example, Proposal for a Monument at Antarctica and Proposal for a 
Monument at the Red Sea, both dated 1966, which feature minimalist cubes and structures positioned in the 
aforementioned landscapes.  
67 Ann Reynolds makes this connection between Robert Smithson’s use of the term monument and 
McLuhan’s understanding of “cool” and “hot” media in Robert Smithson: Learning From New Jersey and 
Elsewhere, 113. 
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Spaceship 

In the “Prologue” to On the Human Condition in 1958, the philosopher Hannah Arendt 

wrote of the public reaction to Sputnik’s launch a year earlier, lamenting what she saw 

as the desire to “escape from men’s imprisonment on the earth.”68  It was right in step 

with the thoroughly negative assessment of modernity that she present in that book, 

holding Sputnik (or the escapist reaction to it) as a “rebellion against human existence as 

it has been given,” and a severance from “the very quintessence of the human 

condition.”69  I’ve always thought of Arendt’s position on the matter as a kind of 

reactionary modernism, a loss of the world through technology and the pursuit of 

private accumulation and social wealth under advanced industrial capitalism, which 

was simultaneously the loss of the public space of “action” and thus the ground for 

collective values.  Arendt’s is thus a version of the political that, while universalizing in 

its scope, did not seem that inclusive to begin with, aside from the fact of its thoroughly 

negative view of modernism.70  Arendt traces the modern alienation from the world 

through a series of decisive historical developments: the Reformation, primitive 

 

68 Hannah Arendt, On the Human Condition, 1. 
69 Hannah Arendt, On the Human Condition, 1-2. 
70 For one, she grounds her version of political life, or the sphere of “action,” in the Greek model of the 
Agora, a common civic space for free speech and public debate, freed from private necessity.  Notably, this 
was a space available only to a select few (a handful of elite men) and relied on the subjugation and 
domination of the rest of society: slaves, women, and lower ranking men. Arendt also had questionable 
views about the political importance of de-segregation in the United States, an issue she relegated to the 
sphere of the “social,” that is, the public expression of a private need.  See Seyla Benhabib, “Feminist Theory 
and Hannah Arendt’s Concept of Public Space,” 97-114; Hannah Arendt, “Reflections on Little Rock,” 
(1959); Kathryn T. Gines, Arendt and the Negro Question.    
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accumulation and the displacements of capitalist development, a Copernican view of the 

earth from the perspective of the universe, and ultimately the development, through 

science and technology, of a scientific vision of the planetary body that the treats the 

embodied and terrestrial experience of reality as a kind of illusion.71 In other words, 

Arendt’s is an enlightening and sometimes deeply salient perspective on the modern 

condition, but not an entirely relevant one in a thoroughly globalized contemporary 

media scape. 

 And then, on the tenth day of Planetary Futures, Bernard Foing, a French scientist 

who works for the European Space Agency and is Executive Director the International 

Lunar Exploration Working Group (shorthanded with the unpronounceable acronym 

ILWEG), came to Montreal to give the Planetary Futures group a presentation on the 

ILWEG’s research for human settlement on the moon, and I was reminded of Arendt’s 

sense of foreboding.  Foing was the lead on the ESA’s SMART-1 mission, a lunar satellite 

that spent 18 months orbiting the moon in 2005-6, collecting data with infrared and x-ray 

equipment, and mapping the surface of earth’s natural satellite.  The ILWEG is a public-

facing forum of the International MoonBase Alliance (IMBA), a non-governmental, 

 

71 As a result of these changes and subsequent developments (the rise of mass media, the bureaucratization 
and rationalization of government), Arendt believes the modern condition is one of a loss of the world 
characterized by the expansion of the economy into all realms of life such that everything revolves around 
production, consumption, exchange, and endless labor for a wage in which there are few permanent and 
durable things; the blurring of public and private (and thus between collective values and private interests); 
the development of the “social” a quasi-public space of private interests and needs; and ultimately, the loss 
of the political sphere, which she calls the sphere of action and speech. Arendt, On the Human Condition, 248-
57. 
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international organization which calls itself “a vanguard of the next great wave of 

human migration” and is composed of “leading scientists, educators, and entrepreneurs 

from space agencies and industries,” whose stated goal is the “development and 

implementation” of a sustainable base on the moon (hence the portmanteau, 

MoonBase).72  The IMBA, along with many of their industry partners, talk explicitly 

about the project as one of international, peaceful collaboration and cooperation, as well 

as equal access, but also promote a version of the future of human space activity that 

links it to a long history of human terrestrial exploration and settlement (“it is said that 

humankind has an ‘explorer’ gene”) that fails to acknowledge the violence of 

domination, territorialization, and conquest over people and the environment, that 

underwrote those former movements into “lands beyond the horizon.”73 Foing has 

sometimes referred to the moon as the earth’s “8th continent.”74  

Foing has been traveling around the world presenting workshops to scholars, 

other scientists, industry professionals, and international leaders for years.  After he 

runs us through a very brief history of recent lunar technology breakthroughs from 

programs sponsored by partners like the Google Lunar XPrize and discusses some of the 

prospects for scientific and industry activity once humans get there (researching 

interstellar radio signals, mining), he spends some time talking about habitat design and 

 

72 “ILEWG,” Moon Base Alliance website, https://moonbasealliance.com/ilewg.  
73 “History,” Moon Base Alliance website, https://moonbasealliance.com/history.  
74 Jennifer Rigby, “Time to Mine the moon, says European Space Agency,” 
https://www.channel4.com/news/moon-mining-esa-space-agency-nasa-astronauts-time-to-mine. 
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infrastructure and all the concerns one would have about human needs for material and 

biological support: labs, communication systems, food and other resources, a place to 

put waste, gravity, an atmosphere (these last two major downsides to moon life); as well 

as the psychological and social aspects: what do you do about isolation? Or 

interpersonal conflict?  If you create a permanent settlement, what do you do when 

people begin to reproduce?  What about different bodily abilities? In other words, you 

have to plan a whole ecology of relations, biological, social, interspecies, and 

“lunological.”75 

Foing then invites us to break off into small groups and “speculate” (this is the 

title of the third section of our Planetary Futures Syllabus) and hash out our own lunar 

base designs to present back.  There was a common sense of incredulity.  We had just 

spent the last ten days on the previous two sections of the syllabus, “extraction,” looking 

at the mining industry and the environmental history of Northern Quebec Province, 

where mining and tar sands oil and gas exploration threaten one of the world’s largest 

wetlands areas.  We then drove back to Montreal in our corral of minivans, and looked 

at the city’s colonial history, centering around the Lachine Canal, the section of the St. 

Lawrence Seaway that runs through the city.  On the other side of the Canal from 

Montreal on the south shore sits the Kahnawá:ke Mohawk Territory First Nations 

reserve, an area of less than 20 square miles home to 8,000 Kahnawá:ke First Nations 

 

75 Bernard Foing, Presentation to Planetary Futures on the Moon Village, 13 August 2017. 
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people. The Mohawk Nation used to be spread across both sides of the Seaway, and in 

fact through much of northern New England down the Mohawk River, which runs 

through Albany and Poughkeepsie.  A section of historic Kahnawá:ke was seized and 

destroyed in order to create the Lachine Canal, which was created for ship traffic to 

bypass the Lachine Rapids, separating Kahnawá:ke from some of its fishing grounds.76 

In light of this history it felt hard to speculate on future exploration, settlement, and 

mining on the eighth continent.  If development and maintenance are always 

intertwined (maintenance proposition #7), we have to ask about the development of 

what?  The maintenance, then, of what, and for whom? The Saint Lawrence Seaway 

Association had also been international public-private partnership in the control over 

territory with vast ecological effects. 

In the Planetary Futures classroom we should also not have been surprised 

because these two figures are inscribed into one another, historically, culturally: space 

exploration and ecology. As I suggested at the start of this chapter, this kind of totalizing 

imaginary of a planetary body (or any fully containable ecological system) as capsule, 

limited, and hanging alone in the vast nothingness of space, sustaining homeostasis with 

proper management, emerges across 1960s and 1970s ecological thinking from 

Buckminster Fuller’s Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth to James Lovelock’s Gaia 

 

76 D. Mcfarlane, Negotiating a River: Canada, the US, and the Creation of the St. Lawrence Seaway, 124-127. 
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hypothesis.77  Designs for spacecraft inspired architects making plans for ecologically 

inflected and sustainable architecture on earth, using the model of the space cabin, “the 

astronaut’s oikos,” as an example of self-contained, and therefore less environmentally 

detrimental way of constructing human habitats.78  Fuller’s ideas about the earth as a 

living ship of interlocking systems, human systems and natural ones, that just needed to 

be put into proper balance with the right design inspired readers of Stewart Brand’s 

Whole Earth Catalog (the catalog listed several of Fuller’s texts), many of them back-to-

the-landers, to build geodesic domes and explore more ecological forms of living in 

harmony with nature.  With alternative architecture collectives like Ant Farm, the 

ecological containment pod thinking was also linked into a kind of techno-utopianism, 

evident as well in the pages of Whole Earth.  Ant Farm, a group of architects and self-

described “video freaks,” designed all kinds of mobile pod architectures—inflatables 

and “media vans” outfitted with mobile video studios—as a speculative plan for a 

future America in which media nomads would travel around the country’s highway 

system and its industrial-technological ruins as individual encapsulated media 

production units, building their own, independent, networked media infrastructure.79  

The vans are so tricked out and the aesthetic so groovy, it’s easy to forget you’re driving 

around the ruins of the Cold War. In utopian visions like Fuller’s, all of the designing 

 

77 Sheila Jasanoff, “Image and Imagination: The Formation of Global and Environmental Consciousness,” in 
Paul N. Edwards, ed. Changing the Atmosphere: Expert Knowledge and Environmental Governance, 311-12. 
78 Peder Anker, “The Closed World of Ecological Architecture,” 528. 
79 Felicity D. Scott, Living Archive 7: Ant Farm. 
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and planning for the harmonious functioning of the system left little room for politics.  

In Ant Farm’s, you’ve exited the extant political landscape to for a new one based on a 

radical environmentalist media-ecology.80 

The day before the media theorist Sarah Sharma came to talk to us about  

what she called a specifically masculinist “cultural fantasy of exit” she sees evident in 

the technologically mediated environments of late capitalism and all the escapes offered 

into virtual spaces, but also the political movements of Brexit, or Grexit, a desire to leave 

the scene when things get hard or complex or demanding.  “Exit,” Sharma says, “is an 

exercise of patriarchal power, a privilege that occurs at the expense of cultivating and 

sustaining conditions of collective autonomy,” noting further, “it stands in 

contradistinction to care.”81  It comes up in politics on both the right in left, in the claims 

of the former for exit as asserting national sovereignty by exiting a political agreement or 

building a wall, asserting one’s independence as a self-sustaining unit.  But Sharma also 

sees this on the left, in versions of accelerationism or refusal, or perhaps the versions of 

autonomist Marxism that seek to refuse their new inscription into capitalist regimes of 

digitalized “immaterial labor,” without asking who was and had doing the emotional, 

affective, and caring labor—also immaterial—everywhere else (women).82   In keeping 

with maintenance proposition #3, look for the maintenance work and who is doing it 

 

80 Felicity D. Scott, Architecture or Techno-Utopia, 220-1. 
81 Sarah Sharma, “Exit and the Extensions of Man,” Transmediale Marshal McLuhan Lecture 2017, 
https://archive.transmediale.de/content/exit-and-the-extensions-of-man. 
82 Ibid. 
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and you’ll also inevitably find relations of exploitation where it is unconsidered or made 

invisible. The fantasy of exit is not necessarily a gendered practice—people of all kinds 

search for exits, breaks, and escapes from the daily struggles of being in the world—but 

tactically deployed exits can reproduce patriarchal and exploitative relations of power, 

leaving the mess behind for someone else to manage (“who will pick up the garbage?” 

Ukeles asks), perhaps as they always had been. 83  I am reminded that after Hurricane 

Maria, Trump publicly floated the idea of divesting from or selling Puerto Rico.84  How 

can we imagine instead, Sharma asked us to consider, not exiting: our institutions, our 

political and social conflicts, our damaged planet? 

My group came back with our maintenance-themed proposal for a MoonBase: 

Co-operative Manual for Stayship Hearth. 

Desert 

The other thing I learned from Foing was that astronauts (and prospective moon 

settlers) practice for the inhospitable climates of extra-terrestrial space in the desert. 

Next to space, the desert is the other frontier-analog in a fully enclosed planet.  “The 

desert is famously a place of silence,” Rebecca Solnit says, “a place without language, to 

some extent, unnamed, unmapped, unfamiliar, corresponding to no familiar categories 

 

83 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, MANIFESTO, in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 210. 
84 Michael D. Shear, “Leading Homeland Security Under a President Who Embraces ‘Hate-Filled’ Talk,” 
http://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/10/us/politics/elaine-duke-homeland-security-trump.html?smid=url-
share. 
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of experience, not truly outside representation but challenging to it.”85  Going to the 

desert was also an “exit strategy” for a contingent of post-minimalist sculptors in the late 

1960s and early 1970s who wanted to make monumentally-sized works outside of the 

confines of the gallery or art world or the European history of art and its categorical 

imperatives.86  Out there, they made (and some of them still make) massive monuments 

for no one. 

Its August 5, 2014.  I’m in the southern Nevada desert, not far north of Lake 

Mead, near the convergence of the Muddy and Virgin rivers where they meet before 

dumping the mountain spring water and collected silt they carry into the Overton Arm 

section of Lake Mead, from which their waters will eventually be drained out to irrigate 

farms and pump into businesses and homes in Nevada, Utah, California, and parts of 

Mexico.  I am looking up at the Mormon Mesa, which rises almost 1900 ft in the air in 

front of me, above a pinkish plane of dust and small rocks, covered here and there in a 

brownish-green scrub of creosote bush and bursage.  I am very not-from-around-here, 

and have, in my planning of this adventure touring some of the iconic sites of Western 

Land Art, ill-considered that it is the height of summer.  The desert is hot—roasting 

hot—and the great blue open expanse of the sky feels claustrophobic with the 

 

85 Rebecca Solnit, As Eve Said to the Serpent, 75. 
86 Lucy Lippard called them “escape attempts.”  Lippard, Undermining, 8-9. 
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penetrating rays of the sun, like it’s a blanket laying on top of the dry, red earth, 

trapping in the warmth. 

More specifically, I am looking at the road I will soon have to drive up if we 

want to see the earthwork that the artist Michael Heizer made by removing 240,000 tons 

of rock and dirt from the rim of the Mormon Mesa in 1969.  Heizer’s Double Negative 

consists of two giant grooves, situated across from one another in a wide notch on the 

mesa’s eastern side.   Heizer scouted and planned the piece for the site, then completed 

the earth-moving with the aid of a team commanding bulldozers and financial support 

from pioneering conceptual art gallerist Virginia Dwan.  The resultant reverse sculpture 

looks from above—it is marked on Google Maps and visible in satellite view—like a 

negative horizontal skyscraper: two long, rectilinear gaps situated across from one 

another, their shape and placement suggesting the absence of a form that was never 

there to begin with. Hence the title, Double Negative.   

I’ve come all the way out here to experience Heizer’s post-minimalist earthwork 

in person, how it was meant to be viewed.  Certain parts of the land art tradition have 

strategically positioned themselves against photography, with artists more or less 

insisting that the whole point of the work in the land is in defiance of art’s being 

captured in an exchangeable object.87  Though Heizer, unlike Walter de Maria, hasn’t 

 

87 Walter de Maria’s heavily orchestrated Lightning Field (1977) in western New Mexico comes to mind.  To 
experience the work, which is maintained by the Dia Art Foundation, viewers must book an overnight visit 
at the site during their opening months (May to October) and stay for a full 24 hours.  Photography of the 
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micro-managed the visibility of the site, Double Negative is one of these—where the 

bodily experience of the work is meant to be significant, to perhaps take precedence over 

even the idea.  So, it is also worth noting that, while these works are often situated in 

lands that are ostensibly public, most existing Western land art is not easy to get to, 

accessible only be dirt road, an hour or so past the last town or outpost.  When asked 

about the Heizer piece in an interview for James Crump’s rather glorifying 2015 

documentary on land art, Troublemakers, artist Vito Acconci gave an audible sigh 

recalling his visit.  “When I finally did go there, it was really hard for me to find,” 

Acconci remarked, likening the journey to a “pilgrimage.” “I wondered if it was 

something like [pause, eyeroll] a new kind of religion.”88  

My companion and I are alone in our expedition and meet no other pilgrims, so 

it is generally unclear how many people have made the journey out to this part of the 

desert since 1969, though many have, and have documented it on the internet in images 

and writing, and I have gleaned these accounts for what to expect.  You are supposed to 

go out and walk through it.  The final distance standing between me and the work now 

 

 

work or the site is strictly prohibited.  Upon arrival to the Dia’s base-station in Quemado, New Mexico, 
viewers are transported via van to the actual site, 45 minutes into the desert, to de Maria’s massive lightning 
rod, a field of 400 stainless steel poles arranged in a grid over one square mile.   The small viewing cabin on 
the premises sleeps up to six guests.  Fees per group range from $600-$1000 for the first 1-4 persons, 
depending on the month, and $100 for each additional guest. https://www.diaart.org/visit/visit-our-
locations-sites/walter-de-maria-the-lightning-field.   
88 Vito Acconci speaking in Troublemakers: The Story of Land Art, Dir. James Crump at 00:12:45. 
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is the jagged, one-track dirt road up the side of the mesa, at what appears as a 65-degree 

pitch for much of the way, with two narrow switchbacks, and the apprehensive look on 

the face of the other person with whom I am traveling, Lauren Russell, my best friend of 

nearly two decades who is congenitally predisposed to much more risk-averse behavior 

than this.  I have memorized the map and the instructions on the DIA website 

explaining how to get out here knowing that in the end we’d likely have spotty cell 

signal and would have to navigate the last bit through Overton, NV and then further 

onto the mesa via analog means. 

Which it turns out wasn’t necessary.  With satellite-enabled technology we 

conquered the West.  The grand open spaces that once attracted people like Heizer and 

Walter de Maria from the city to make really huge stuff you can see from space have 

been made small again by the very technology that allows us to see from space. I’ve got 

enough signal at the top of the mesa to find that the nearest lunch spot is a Del Taco 45 

miles north in Bunkerville, NV.  Also, the road up is not quite as steep as it looked, and 

in spite of the fact that I strategically ignored the website’s clear instructions about four-

wheel-drive, we make it up by putting the rented Toyota in a semi-manual second gear 

and flooring it up the inclines after both switchbacks.89  Soon, we are on top of the mesa 

and following a track—it’s hard not to speed across the open expanse of flat land and 

 

89 Double Negative is part of MOCA LA’s permanent collection.  Admission is always free and it is open 24/7.  
You can find detailed instructions for getting to the site on the MOCA website at 
https://www.moca.org/visit/double-negative.   
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sky—that was probably the remnants of the pack trail trod by the people and livestock 

who were more than 100 years ago passing along the Old Spanish Trail, an 8.75-mile 

section of which passed over the top of the mesa on the northern branch.  From the 

1830s to the 1850s the trail connected the farmers in New Mexico, passing by foot and 

pack animal and wagons, with markets in California, at a time when these areas were 

still part of the Mexican Frontier.90 

Now we are rolling across what used to be a half-day’s journey over the top of 

this ancient geological formation in five minutes in a silver sedan dusted pinkish-grey 

with days of desert driving.  A couple dead fire pits and small shrine-looking rock 

constructions from previous visitors with feathers and ribbon mark the turnoff for the 

northern end of Heizer sculpture.  We pull up and get out of the car and walk to the 

edge of the cut.  And suddenly we are looking over and into a giant trough in the mesa, 

standing at the mouth of a wide groove that deepens as recedes, its floor littered with 

big boulders and tufts of white bursage and creosote bush as its slopes off to an edge, 

over which you can see the startling green of the Virgin River valley almost two 

thousand feet below.  The thing that is not communicable about the work pictured 

through the camera is a perception of scale.  Double Negative feels immense, yes, but also 

 

90 In 2011 the Old Spanish Trail Association nominated the Mormon Mesa section of the trail, along with 
others, for National Historic Landmark Status. “NV – Mormon Mesa Narrative,” Old Spanish Trail 
Documentation Project (2012), http://oldspanishnationalhistorictrail.blogspot.com/2012/04/nv-mormon-
mesa-
narrative.html#:~:text=The%20Mormon%20Mesa%20trail%20site,of%20the%20Old%20Spanish%20Trail.  
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makes light of scale shifts in the surrounding landscape: it’s large, but at a human-built 

scale versus the immense, geological scale of the mesa itself, a land formation that has 

been rent into the earth over millions of years through the slow but inevitable processes 

of aggradation and erosion by wind and water.91 Though the decisively rectilinear 

shapes of Heizer’s Double Negative cuts are themselves showing the long wear of time, 

rounding at the edges due to the wind erosion over the decades and several boulders 

have rolled into the open troughs, they still evoke the sense of wonder and surprise at 

encountering man-made architectural-scale evidence in a seemingly empty desert 

surround. This feeling of physical monumentality is one of the reasons Heizer chose the 

side of the mesa to site his work, calling its scale and placement “metaphysical,” the cuts 

sitting out in the middle of nowhere, seemingly among no other evidence of human 

making.92   

Heizer has since been attracted to the extra-architectural scale that can be 

afforded for earth-working in the wide-open spaces of the American West.  A native 

Californian, he was one of the few land artists to relocate more or less permanently from 

the art world of New York City in the late 1960s to Hiko, Nevada, 100 miles north of Las 

 

91 The Mormon Mesa is a relatively young landscape feature for the desert southwest and was formed by the 
flows of the Muddy and Virgin Rivers over an estimated 400,000-2.5 million years.  Leonard Robert 
Gardner, “Origin of the Mormon Mesa Caliche, Clark County, Nevada,” 143-156, 
https://doi.org/10.1130/0016-7606(1972)83[143:OOTMMC]2.0.CO;2.  
92 Michael Heizer quoted in Troublemakers: The Story of Land Art, Dir. James Crump at 00:16:30. 
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Vegas.93  There, in Lincoln County, a 10,000 square mile slice of Nevada desert with an 

estimated population around 5,000, Heizer has been working on an enormous 

earthwork complex called City since 1972, with funds supplied by the Dia Art 

Foundation and the Lannan Foundation, among others.  Like the Double Negative, it’s 

large enough to be visible on Google Maps, though someone has negotiated to have the 

constructions themselves kept secret, so that if you go to a satellite view of the site now, 

it’s just a network of tightly packed and uniformly colored lines and squiggles looping 

around one another on the desert floor.94 

I make my wary way down into Heizer’s cutout, assuming a hunched, all-fours 

position, being careful not to dislodge any boulders and possibly send them and myself 

sliding off into apparent nothingness.  My traveling companion, safety first, stays up on 

the flat ground at the top of the northern Negative (singular?).  As the ground levels off 

in the pit I draw myself up to a shaky standing position and look across to the cut at the 

other side.  The sensation is deeply phenomenological, beyond words, very factual, and 

a little bit unsettling: looking across the 1500-foot expanse I can see a cut of the exact 

width and shape (though I can’t tell from here it’s a bit longer horizontally than the one I 

am in), mirroring the one my body occupies, but it is empty.  The pit I am in is big 

enough at 50 feet deep and 30 feet wide to have a kind of shifting climate, the shadow 

 

93 Ibid. 
94 The google maps view can be seen at https://goo.gl/maps/pXZt1rgU4bE6U3Vz5.  
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cast by the wall offering a cool shelter out of the sun and away from the wind which at 

the top of the mesa has a tendency to gust forth out of nowhere and whip coarse sand 

into the eyes and nose.  Lizards scuttle up and down the shaded wall, probably looking 

for insects. The bisected groove of Double Negative is situated on a North-South axis, so 

one side of the pit or the other is nearly always shaded as the sun moves across the arc 

of the sky.  Aside from acting as a kind of massive negative sundial in this way, the cut 

in the landform itself displays another scale of time’s passage as it uncovered a section 

of the mesa’s stratigraphy, the layers of deposited silts and other various minerals 

collected as the porous rock was buffeted by the wind and filtered sporadic rainfall over 

the course of millennia.  Double Negative thus also plays with geological time, a temporal 

scale outside of the human and perceptible largely in its indexes, like this one: a mark in 

the earth’s surface large enough to last for millions of years.   

Here at the lip of the cut, I’m also situated in a kind of viewing station that 

directs my gaze not only straight across the gap the work transects, but also east down 

the side of the mesa and into a near-aerial view of the lowlands below where the Virgin 

River winds through a valley of surprise green made greener in its contrast to the 

browns and tans and reds that predominate in the surrounding desert.  The banks of the 

river are relatively fertile, being fed seasonally by silts and runoff, and had been 
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supporting human life for thousands of years before the river was named for an 

American explorer who saw it once in 1826.95   

This is the thing that Heizer’s work here forgets to notice.  The mesa was not an 

unmarked territory or a blank spot on the map.96  It was already a kind of monument 

before his work used the geological formation to proclaim its own monumentality. 

Native American cultures have been living in the deserts of the West, making use of, 

making meaning of, and marking the landscape for years, long before Heizer or the 

imaginary borders drawn by the colonizers who divided it up.  Heizer’s massive City 

(the one you can’t see on Google Earth) borrows from indigenous forms, most notably in 

scale.  And I have heard this comparison before, to prehistoric monuments and mounds, 

evoking the mystery of something unknown or beyond sense.  But those earthen 

structures are not like this.  For one, they were collectively shared and invested with 

meaning. 

The earliest evidence of human habitation in the region was left here by the 

Virgin River Branch of the Anasazi (ancestors to the present-day Hopi and Pueblo 

peoples), who populated the valley seasonally in summer months starting from around 

 

95 The river’s namesake is Thomas Virgin, a member of an expedition party led by the explorer Jedediah 
Smith in 1826 from the Bear River in Utah to Southern California, which was then governed by Mexico. 
“Virgin River,” Wikipedia.org, 4 January 2021, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virgin_River.   
96 Sam Wainrights 2017 Film Through the Repellent Fence also makes this point, comparing Repellent 
Fence/Valla Repelente (2015), a land-based work by the indigenous interdisciplinary art collective 
Postcommodity, a series of weather balloons strung across the U.S.-Mexico border, to 60s and 70s 
earthworks. 
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1,000 BC.  The Anasazi, and later the Southern Pauite, cultivated corn, beans, squash, 

pumpkins, cotton, and wheat along the floodplains surrounding the river, which were 

rich in silt deposits.97  The Lost City Museum just down the mesa in Overton documents 

all this, and also how the archeological sites from which come many of its artifacts were 

flooded in the creation of Lake Mead after the construction of the Hoover Dam, another 

monument of loss and dispossession to some of the cultures that long before white 

settlement made the desert and otherwise habitable, inhabited zone.  The museum 

opened in 1935.  I do not know if Heizer visited.  The Virgin river valley is actually some 

of the first green I have seen in days of driving across southern California and into 

Nevada, so I stand there for a while, looking at it, the instinctually welcome presence a 

reminder of the meaning of the word “habitat.”98 

 

97 There is also evidence that they suffered consistent climatic instability in an area prone to crop-destroying 
floods, as did the Mormon settlers who arrived to the area in the 1830s and 40s.  The Mormons founded the 
town of Overton, NV. Daniel O. Larson, An Economic Analysis of the Differential Effects of Population Growth 
and Climatic Variability Among Hunters and Gatherers and Food Producers, 162-180.  A 2015 geological survey of 
the top of the mesa also found signs of ancient human habitation, uncovering evidence of stone roasting pits 
that the Anasazi built to cook Winding Mariposa Lily bulbs, a native plant they harvested as a food source. 
“Archaeological Inventory of 1,927 Acres Atop and Adjacent to Mormon Mesa, Clark County, Nevada.” Far 
Western Anthropological Research Group, Inc., Sarah K. Rice, Daron Duke. 2018 (tDAR id: 446645) ; 
doi:10.6067/XCV8GQ71PT.  
98 The Mormon Mesa is also part of a 149,000-acre Area of Critical Environmental Concern (the Mormon 
Mesa ACEC), protecting the habitat of the endangered Desert tortoise. “Conservation Management Strategy 
Mormon Mesa Desert Wildlife Management Area,” Clark County, NV, clarkcountynv.gov, February 2007: 
https://files.clarkcountynv.gov/clarknv/Environmental%20Sustainability/Desert%20Conservation/Managem
ent%20Plans/MormonMesaDWMA.pdf.  
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Golden Spike 

 The artist most frequently credited for his prescient vision in the Anthropocene 

literature is Robert Smithson because he is said to have envisioned new ways of thinking 

geologic time scales with the way he upended conventional relations to the environment 

in his work.99  As Lucy Lippard has put it, “Smithson’s the only artist of his generation 

whose writings still seem relevant today.”100  Although he eschewed environmentalism 

and was adamantly a-political, Smithson’s work deeply questioned myths of human 

progress and linear history.  He made monumental-scale land based works like de Maria 

and Heizer, but unlike those two, he often layered different material temporal 

metaphors over one another: the archeological, the geological, known historical time, 

through references and images to the history of language, mathematics, science fiction, 

mining, earth science, anatomy, the Western art historical canon, as well as his 

contemporaries’ art, and developed through this a decidedly post-minimal and anti-

purist aesthetics which could be characterized, as Smithson did in his own words as a 

complex “sedimentation of the mind.”101 He is unique among the others making large 

site specific culture in that moment in providing almost too much material for a 

thorough interpretation of his work, not too little.   

 

99 See especially, Etienne Turpin, “Robert Smithson’s Abstract Geology: Revisiting the Premonitory Politics 
of the Triassic,” in Ellsworth Kelley, ed. Making the Geolgic Now, 173-179; Susan Ballard & Liz Linden, “Spiral 
Jetty, Geoaesthetics, and art: Writing the Anthropocene.” 
100 Lippard, Undermining, 16. 
101 Turpin, “Robert Smithson’s Abstract Geology,” 174. 
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 Smithson often performs the exercise of geologic thought that so many 

humanities scholars of the Anthropocene call for.  These wonderings appear throughout 

his work, for example, when he opens his 1973 essay “Frederick Law Olmstead and the 

Dialectical Landscape,” by asking the reader to, “imagine [themselves] in Central Park 

one million years ago”: 

You would be standing on a vast ice sheet, a 4,000-mile glacial wall, as 
much as 2,000 feet thick. Alone on the vast glacier you would sense its 
slow, crushing, scraping, ripping, movement as it advanced south, 
leaving great masses of rock debris in its wake. Under the frozen 
depths, where the carousel now stands, you would not notice the 
effect on the bedrock as the glacier dragged itself along.102 

When thinking geologically, Smithson often gets poetic like this about the intensity of 

geologic forces, the inhospitality of the environment, and the inhuman scale of space 

and time.  To paraphrase Heidegger, this is not an earth on which man lives.103 Turpin 

suggests we lean into Smithson’s “politics of the Triassic,” and suggests Smithson’s art 

helps us dispose of the progressivist view of human history to “think the human 

divorced from assumptions of purpose.”104  

Even though he was adamantly anti-restorationist, Smithson did have some kind 

of environmental politics, and not one that was about totally divorcing from all value 

altogether.  In a 1973 interview with Moira Roth, for example, when Smithson dismissed 

 

102 Robert Smithson, “Frederick Law Olmstead and the Dialectical Landscape,” in Jack Flam, ed., Robert 
Smithson: Collected Writings, 137. 
103 “‘Only God Can Save Us’: Der Spiegel’s Interview with Martin Heidegger” in Richard 
Wolin, ed. The Heidegger Controversy: A Critical Reader (Cambridge, MA: 1992), 106. 
104 Turpin, “Robert Smithson’s Abstract Geology,” 177. 
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not the idea of “reclaiming” the landscape, but the romanticism of the contemporary 

environmental movement around him:  

[A] lot of people would like to put the landscape back together again 
the way it was, back in the nineteenth century.  And of course that 
won’t happen.  But you will be able to perhaps confer a different kind 
of value through a different kind of cultivation.  I think it is possible to 
cultivate waste, spoil banks, or the cuts in strip-mining areas.  It’s a 
matter of developing a different value structure, and also to have some 
kind of relationship between industrial processes and ecological 
controls105 

One way of shifting value-structures for Smithson was to call things “monuments” that 

were not, implying not just the abstract extension into geological time, but also an 

interest in re-evaluating relationships to space with an understanding that they become 

imbued with human values, cultivated, and that might move people. 

One of Smithson’s “monuments” that resonates with references to human 

historical time as much as it does the geological is the Spiral Jetty (1970), a much-

remarked rock promontory spiral that juts out into the Great Salt Lake, about an hour 

north of Salt Lake City. In 2014 I made the drive out on a dirt road between the rolling 

hills of cattle pasture dried a deep shade of yellow ochre in the late July sun, until the 

Salt Lake appeared on the horizon framed by windshield, a pinkish-white smudge at the 

bottom of a vertiginously clear blue sky.   

 

105 Moira Roth, “An Interview with Robert Smithson (1973),” in Eugene Tsai and Cornelia Butler, eds. Robert 
Smithson, 93-94. 
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When it was built in 1970, by a crew of local workers who provided skilled labor 

and dump trucks and backhoes and worked under Smithson’s direction, the Jetty 

formed a raised path of rocks leading a 1500-foot-long spiraling trail out into cloudy 

saline water, small waves lapping at its edges.  In the eponymous film Smithson shot to 

document the Jetty and its creation (1970), the camera lingers on these moments in the 

work—the micro-interactions that occur at the smallest scales—as much as it does the 

full expanse and environmental context of the piece.  He also captured its temporal 

scales. Smithson did extensive research on multiple scales of time at the site: about when 

the physical features of the landscape were formed, its flora and fauna, in particular the 

dinosaurs (because of its geological history, Utah is full of dinosaur bones), and its 

human history, as well as his lived and embodied experience of the site, which he 

documented and remediated in multiple modes, including sketches and diagrams, 

photographs, film, and writing.  Smithson camped out there during the days of its 

completion.  The film collages all of these scales, temporal and spatial, over one another 

in a bewildering way, cut in with Smithson’s narration of the piece, dialogue which also 

appears in the essay, “Spiral Jetty,” which was published in Gyorgy Kepes’s edited 

volume of essays, The Arts of the Environment (1972).  When it was released in 1970, the 

Spiral Jetty was shown at art museums internationally. It marked the appearance of the 
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work in the world without anyone having to go anywhere.  Smithson was always very 

intentional about the re-mediation and framing of his pieces.106  

The opening shots of the film aren’t actually of the Jetty at all, but have the 

camera reeling around, pointed directly into the sun and the sky, with Smithson 

narrating a directional walk from the center of the spiral, describing the landscape: 

North—Mud, salt, crystals, rocks, water  
North by East—Mud, salt, crystals, rocks, water 
Northeast by North—Mud, salt, crystals, rocks, water 
East by North—Mud, salt, crystals, rocks, water 
East—Mud, salt, crystals, rocks, water107 
  

He goes on all the way through “North by West.”  What he finds in each direction is 

exactly the same. The dizzying shifts of direction and scale continue throughout, cutting 

from aerial shots spinning above the spiral, panning across the landscape, and zooming 

in on the work or meditating on the surface of the rocks and the salt flats.  In the essay 

Smithson hints at what he would like the spectator (in this case the reader or viewer, 

rather than the visitor) to take away from his documentation of the site: 

The scale of the Spiral Jetty tends to fluctuate depending on where the 
viewer happens to be.  Size determines an object, but scale determines 
art.  A crack in the wall if viewer in terms of scale, not size, could be 
called the Grand Canyon.  A room could be made to take on the 
immensity of the solar system.  Scale depends on one’s capacity to be 
conscious of the actualities of perception.  When one refuses to release 
scale from size, one is left with an object or a language that appears to 

 

106 Hikmet Sidney Loe, The Spiral Jetty Encyclo, 2. 
107 This narration appears in the middle of Smithson’s text on the piece, rather than at the beginning.  Robert 
Smithson, “The Spiral Jetty” (1972) in Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings. 149. 
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be certain.  For me scale operates by uncertainty.  To be in the scale of 
the Spiral Jetty is to be out of it.108 

The idea that “scale depends on one’s capacity to be conscious of the actualities of 

perception” is reinforced in the film by Smithson’s switching from close up shots to 

panning landscape shots.  Through the framing, we could imagine them as at the same 

scale, at the same represented size, or in actuality, as representations at different scales, 

but these are all framed views of the same site.109   

This reveals an important critical approach when thinking the scales of the 

Anthropocene in terms of time and space.  In his essay “Scale Critique for the 

Anthropocene,” Derek Woods explains the problem of perception, framing, and scale 

variance by noting, “the operations of systems are subject to different constraints at 

different scales due to real discontinuities.”110  Woods highlights a helpful example from 

biology to get a handle on this.  Biological notions of scale emphasize real difference 

between forces and pressures for organisms that exist at different magnitudes based on 

size. An ant, for example, could not be big.  It does not have a circulatory system to 

move vital nutrients around its body.  It does, however, have an exoskeleton, meaning it 

can handle massive amounts of pressure and falls from great heights relative to its body 

weight.111   

 

108 Ibid., 147. 
109 Loe, The Spiral Jetty Encyclo, 243-4. 
110 Derek Woods, “Scale Critique for the Anthropocene,” 134. 
111 Ibid., 136. 
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When you make leaps of scale, say, to the climate, there are major discontinuities 

in terms of the relative forces and sizes of things.  The deep problem with much of the 

utopian “spaceship” thinking I described above from the 1960s and 70s, is that it tends 

to imagine a total synergy of scale, so if a designer could design (or map) the whole 

system, they could manage its forces and flows.  The earth is the space capsule is the 

eco-pod-community.  Smithson is demonstrating through the site and his mediation of 

this how this isn’t true, and that representation often becomes a way to try to smooth out 

scale variance.112 When asked about how he felt about Jack’s Burnham systems esthetics, 

which sometimes resonates with the same kinds of scale utopianism—the idea that 

systems can be “governed” without regard for the scale of the agent of governance to the 

scale of the system at hand—Smithson said this:  

[s]cale is a convenient word, like object.  It’s another abstract entity 
that doesn’t exist.  I think art tends to relive itself of those hopes.  Jack 
Burnham is very interested in going beyond, and that is a utopian 
view […]  If you make a system, you can be sure the system is bound 
to evade itself, so I see no point in pinning any hope on systems.113 

Smithson thus develops a critical theory of scale variance in terms of the reigning 

systems esthetics in art and ecology.  I would argue Ukeles’s work offers one too, if we 

think of the way in which jumps in scale also meant massive shifts in the temporality of 

her work.  To work on the scale of the sanitation department as an individual artist 

 

112 Multiple critics and historians have noted Smithson’s deep suspicion of systems theory.  See especially, 
Pam Lee, Chronophobia, 218-257.  
113 Ibid., 243. 
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didn’t mean mapping it from above, it meant moving through it and touching every 

part, a decades-long engagement.  Bringing this back to the Anthropocene, this sheds 

critical light as well on who we might determine the “Anthropos” to be.  As Derek 

Woods puts it, “The subject of the Anthropocene is not the human species but modern 

terraforming assemblages.”114  As the planet becomes the object of maintenance through 

the subject of the Anthropocene, we must also acknowledge how subject and object 

(planetary maintenance and planetary technical assemblages) are reciprocally 

intertwined, which returns us to maintenance proposition #2, on how in relations of 

maintenance subject and object are mutually formed and remade.  

Not long after Smithson built it in 1970 the Jetty was submerged by rain and 

stayed under the surface of the Salt Lake for decades.115  In person, the earthwork felt 

much smaller than I thought it would be, in particular in its context, perched at the edge 

of the vast expanse of the largest inland body of saltwater in the Western hemisphere 

(1700 square miles).  Smithson’s comments about the strange color of the lake’s surface 

are accurate—the halophilic microorganisms that tolerate the high salinity of the lake 

give it the sometimes pinkish, sometimes tomato-soup hue that Smithson sought out as 

the “ground” for his earthen spiral.116  Now the Jetty is changing not just color but form, 

as persistent, climate-change induced drought threatens to make it a spiraling mound of 

 

114 Woods, “Scale critique for the Anthropocene,” 138. 
115 Joshua Shannon, “The Desert at the End of Modernism,” 141. 
116 Ibid., 143. 
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an earthwork, more permanently situated on land. When I was there in 2014, after 

several years of prolonged drought, it sat in just a few inches of watery pink salt slush 

that deepened slowly and joined with true lake at some indefinite point in the field of 

view. 

 On the road to Spiral Jetty there’s another monument, this time an officially 

recognized one: the Golden Spike National Historic Site.  Smithson mentions it in his 

essay and he happened to complete Spiral Jetty just after the centennial of its 

inauguration.  Golden Spike marks the point where the two American rail networks 

were joined making the first transcontinental railroad on May 10, 1869, at which time an 

actual golden spike was laid in the track.117  You can watch a reenactment of the first 

train’s passage every day the museum is open, hourly, performed with an actual late-

19th-century-era steam locomotive. The Golden Spike Visitor’s Center, run by the 

National Parks Service, has a small section of the gift shop devoted to books about 

Smithson and Spiral Jetty and provides visitors to the work a final bathroom break, 

updates on road conditions (the road beyond is sometimes impassably muddy), verbal 

directions, and kind-eyed encouragement.  They also have a replica of the golden spike, 

though not the real one.  Not because it is still out in the ground joining the railroads, 

but because it was taken back to California by the industrialist Leland Stanford (of 

 

117 Jennifer Roberts provides an interesting reading of the Jetty from the perspective of the railroad in Mirror 
Travels: Robert Smithson and History, 1. 
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Stanford University), who had himself driven the original spike into the ground and 

wanted to show off the 17.6-karat gold monument on his own terms, I guess.118  It 

doesn’t matter.  The National Parks themselves are all on stolen land, anyway.  The 

Goshutes had lived across the Great Basin up to the Southern Shores of the Great Salt 

Lake for at least a thousand years when the Mormons arrived in the Salt Lake Valley in 

1847.119  The Mormons simply took Gohsute territory because their God told them they 

could have it. 

 The figure of the “golden spike” is also Anthropocene jargon.  It names the 

search earth systems scientists are currently conducting for historical markers of 

anthropogenic activity in the earth’s biogeochemical, hydrological, and atmospheric 

systems.120  The most often cited points in time include marking the massive shift in 

carbon emissions with the industrial revolution, the “Great Acceleration” that happened 

at the end of the Second World War, which would also include nuclear radiation as a 

major index; and some who propose an ancient dating, perhaps with the dawn of settled 

agricultural systems.121 The marking of the golden spike is also a source of contentious 

debate both within the scientific community and among adherents and critics from the 

arts and the humanities looking on, because it is a moment where the scale of human 

 

118 It lives at the Iris and B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Golden_spike.  
119 James B. Allen, and Ted J. Warner, "The Gosiute Indians in Pioneer Utah," 162-177. 
120 Colin N. Waters, et. al., “A stratigraphical basis for the Anthropocene?” 2-3. 
121 Ibid., 7-13. 
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historical time comes in contact with geological time.122    These theories also mark points 

in human history, times of primitive accumulation and dislocation, conscriptions, 

exploitations of labor, enslavement, and wars.  They point to actors and agents at a 

decisively human scale, though as Woods would point out, it is much more complicated, 

as in, which human-technical-institutional assemblages.  At the golden spike, the record 

shows that the politics of the Triassic are actually deeply human.  

Nuclear 

Making giant land art works is not the only thing people have useful about the 

massive, seemingly humanity-free expanses of the Great Basin Desert, the largest desert 

in the US, which extends over most of Nevada and a good hunk Utah, reaching into 

Southern California where it abuts the Mojave Desert at its southern end.  What used to 

be the vast expanse that Spanish colonizers (then American explorers, settlers, and gold 

rushers) merely had to make it across without dying from the elements in order to get to 

points further west was later stolen by the Federal Government and private mining 

interests from the many different native American tribes who had in fact lived there for 

centuries, when it became clear in the early 20th century to those with other prospects for 

the land that the “useless” desert expanse may also harbor precious minerals.123  In later 

years the desert was found useful for other purposes, it’s remoteness a cloak of secrecy 

 

122 See, among others, Brian Holmes, Driving the Golden Spike; Jan Zalasiewicz, et.al., “Stratigraphy of the 
Anthropocene”; Gaia Vince, “An Epoch Debate”; Jones, Nicola, “Human Influence Comes of Age,” 133. 
123 Lucy Lippard, Undermining, 40-50. 
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for high-tech and nuclear weapons development, the flats a great open stage for testing 

those weapons.124  The Great Basin has thus become, over the course of the last hundred 

or so years, a landscape full of what the artist Robert Morris referred to rather ironically 

in 1980 as the “great […] monuments of the 20th century”: huge open-pit gold and 

copper mines coiling deep into the earth, vast underground tunnels for harvesting 

silver, pads and wells for hydraulic fracturing, and massive craters within dead zones 

that stretch for miles created by years of nuclear test detonations where even patches of 

native sagebrush and blackbrush cannot grow.125 

Probably one of the first land-based works to be made out in the desert, Jean 

Tinguely’s, Study for the End of the World No. 2 (1962), in which the artist built an 

 

124 The U.S. conducted over 1,000 nuclear tests between 1945 and 1990 when large-scale nuclear testing was 
ended with the ratification of the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty between the United States and the Soviet Union.  
The majority of these test occurred either above or below ground at the Nevada Test Site, eighty or so miles 
north of Las Vegas and at the Pacific Proving Grounds in the Marshall Islands in the Pacific.  There are 
several good histories of the militarization of the American West as a site for weapons development and 
testing starting during WWII and continuing through the Cold War. See especially, Richard Rhodes, The 
Making of the Atomic Bomb. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986.  Some notable cultural, social and 
environmental histories of nuclear testing in the west include Sarah Alisabeth Fox, Downwind: A People’s 
History of the Nuclear West., Bruce W. Hevly and John M. Findlay, eds. The Atomic West., and Rebecca Solnit, 
Savage Dreams: A Journey into the Hidden Wars of the American West. 
125 Robert Morris, “Notes on Art and/as Land Reclamation,” in Continuous Project Altered Daily: The Writings 
of Robert Morris, 229. Morris’ essay, which discusses the environmental and aesthetic effects of open pit 
mining and other kinds of extractive industries on the American landscape, and its relationship to art and 
earth art, and also features images of one of his own earth art works, Untitled (1979) located in Washington 
state, was originally published in October, Vol. 12 (Spring, 1980): 87-102.  The Nevada areas of the Great 
Basin are home to the Nevada Test Site and numerous mining sites, supporting the largest mining program 
in the Bureau of Land Management.  In 2019, gold mining in Nevada contributed $8.1 billion to the state’s 
economy.  Along with metals like copper and silver, the state also has gypsum, limestone, sand, gravel, and 
iron mines, as well as the only active lithium mine in the U.S. Lithium is an important mineral for producing 
low-profile rechargeable batteries for smartphones and laptops. “Mining: Industry and Workforce 
Overview,” Nevada Governor’s Office of Economic Development Website, https://goed.nv.gov/key-
industries/mining/.   
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assemblage of junk objects on the Jean Dry Lake southwest of Las Vegas, and then 

proceeded to explode them.  For the performance he invited an NBC news program, 

David Brinkley’s Journal, to film it.  Tinguely’s piece isn’t mentioned that often in the 

genealogies of land art, especially the older ones, perhaps because it didn’t leave any 

kind of permanent mark.126  But it was also one of the few land art works in the West to 

make any sustained reference to the nuclear landscape in its proximity.  Tinguely was 

making light of the American tradition of watching its own televised destruction.127  A 

decade earlier, in the early 1950s, the U.S. had broadcast three atomic tests on live tv at 

Yucca Flats, not that far away. 

In his essay “Bad Weather,” Joseph Mosco explains how climate catastrophe and 

nuclear apocalypse have competed as images of planetary crisis in the U.S. since the 

Cold War period, and how of course they are intertwined in the same science, as 

discussed at the opening of this chapter: the same satellites that index the Cold War 

space race between the United States and the Soviet Union are the ones that started 

documenting the earth’s planetary systems.128  I would argue that at this point, the 

climate is perhaps winning as end-time scenario in the public consciousness, as it 

should. But what I am more interested in are the vastly different time scales over which 

these two scenarios take place, especially with reference to the kinds of “geologic” 

 

126 One excellent exception is Emily Eliza Scott’s essay, “Desert Ends,” in Miwon Kwon, ed. Ends of the Earth: 
Land Art to 1974, 66-85. 
127 Ibid. 
128 Jody Berland, “Mapping Space.” 
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thinking that are supposed to be important now.  In the nuclear apocalypse scenario, 

everything’s gone in a flash, all at once. Or, most things are gone and what is left over 

may not be worth surviving for, at least not for humans or anything that relies on a non-

radioactive environment and breathable atmosphere.  In the climate change scenario, on 

the other hand, the change may seem a lot slower, especially if you’re economically 

privileged and/or living in a situation in which you are not environmentally vulnerable, 

in an area not prone to sea level rise, long-term droughts, 120+ heat waves, or major 

weather events, as I happen to be.  We return again here to the theme of slow violence 

described in the introduction, and the abandonments of maintenance (maintenance 

proposition # 4) that are not so perceptible as such until a disaster renders existing 

vulnerabilities more destructive. On the day-to-day level in terrestrial experience, actual 

present changes may be imperceptible, or not that obvious.  In Rachel Carson’s Silent 

Spring, which documented the effects of DDT across the ecosystem, it was a lack of 

something the author was drawing attention to – the silence because there were no 

birds.   

The journalist David Roberts, who writes frequently on energy and climate 

change, recently published an article for Vox about the concept of “shifting baselines.”129  

It’s a bit like thinking about the difference between climate and weather.  Weather is 

 

129 David Roberts, “The scariest thing about global warming (and COVID-19),” 
https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2020/7/7/21311027/covid-19-climate-change-global-
warming-shifting-baselines.  
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what happens every day, based on the state of the climate system.  Though there can be 

extremes—incredible hurricanes, heat waves, massive winter storms—that we might be 

able to cognitively connect to a broader sense of a climactic shift, they are not massive 

scale transformations, but exist on the limited temporal scale of the event.  Most of the 

time, the course the weather takes over a period of years or decades is gradual, and not 

noticed amid the seasonal changes that occur over weeks and months.  As global 

temperatures rise or extreme weather events become more frequent and intense over the 

course of a few decades or a generation, cultural memory is lost and baselines shift. 

And, as David Robert’s is concerned about, political imperatives—like deciding to stop 

emitting greenhouse gases once and for all, completely, and finding ways to 

productively sequester the existing carbon throwing things so massively out of whack—

don’t shift, and a small but powerful contingent of humanity continues the course of 

destructive business-as-usual.130   

The Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in Carlsbad, New Mexico is one way of thinking 

these two time-scales together, imagining the interconnection of both the nuclear as the 

promise of immediate destruction and the extended slow change of geologic-scale time.  

A Waste Marker Panel was convened in 1989 by the US Department of Energy, who had 

determined that there should be a warning system for the nation’s first long term 

nuclear waste storage facility, buried in an abandoned mine deep under the salt flats 

 

130 Ibid. 
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outside of Carlsbad.  Because nuclear waste is dangerously radioactive for tens of 

thousands of years, the Waste Marker Panel was told it would have to communicate 

across deep historical time, at a point when current historical memory (or even regimes 

of sense) may no longer be present.  The panel consisted of “two geologists, three 

anthropologists, a materials scientist, a cognitive scientist, a linguist, an architect, an 

archeologist, two astronomers searching for extraterrestrial life, and an artist who 

specializes in drawing outer space,” broken into two teams to work on competing 

proposals.131  One of the teams, assuming that the most effective way to communicate 

across potentially insurmountable differences of culture, language, and technology 

would be to generate in whoever came across the site an intensely negative affective 

reaction, produced ideas like a giant field of imposing spikes jutting out from the 

ground at odd angles, or just a flat black square of stone that would absorb the heat of 

the sun in the desert and become repellently scorching, or a massive field of forbidding 

rocks, towering into the sky.132  The drawings, sketched up by Michael Brill, an architect, 

look like earthworks.133  Which is why they were ultimately rejected by the DOE, out of 

concern they would attract too much attention, and possibly tourism, in the present. 

It strikes me that the DOE is planning for a future in which the marker matters—

a potentially human or human-like species with advanced enough technical capacity to 

 

131 Andrew Moisey, “Permanent Negative Value: The Waste Isolation Pilot Plant,” 862. 
132 Ibid., 864. 
133 Brill’s images can be seen in the U.S. DOE WIPP Site Marker Fact Sheet, 
https://wipp.energy.gov/pdfs/site_markers.pdf.  
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dig a mile into the earth outside of what was once (or may still be) Carlsbad exists on 

this planet in 25,000 years.  The future that the Anthropocene asks us to imagine is 

different.   The Anthropocene hypothesis, considering that the proposed international 

scientific project of earth maintenance as global climate management fails, or political 

cooperation and alliance does, requires us to imagine the future of the planet without 

humanity, and the estimated six million plus other species we would take along with us 

in the great extinction event.134  In The World Without Us, journalist Alan Wiseman 

speculates on the possible state of an Earth without humans, albeit one where the 

disappearance is sudden, leaving behind all the massive, untended infrastructures in 

humanity’s contemporary wake.  The research Weisman did to speculate on this future 

was extensive. His bibliography includes a myriad of disciplines from materials science, 

to ecology, nuclear science, architecture, engineering, archeology, and works by a 

number of other authors who’ve asked the same questions Weisman is.  Some of the 

images he paints are spectacular: the corridor of petroleum and chemical plants near 

Houston would go up in blazing chemical fires once the power to their computers was 

cut off, and nuclear power plants would meet a similar fate, producing melt cores that 

could bore deep into the earth.135 But after this initial series of catastrophes from 

unmanned power infrastructures, and the brief nuclear winter that could follow, within 

 

134 For an extensive journalistic treatment of the “sixth extinction event” see Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth 
Extinction. 
135 Alan Weisman, The World Without Us, 162-182, 272. 
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a few generations things bounce back—perhaps with some major mutations—but living 

with a permanent set of post-human but all-to-human material monuments.  Plastic, for 

example, is forever, so add the islands of plastic floating out in the Pacific Ocean to our 

list.   

This imagining of a spectacularly human planet in a future post-human is exactly 

where the Anthropocene thesis fails to address the intertwined economic-political-

ecological crises of the present. Yes, humans will leave a mark in the geological strata of 

the planet, they already have.  But if no one is around to read it, does it matter?  I think if 

we’re going to take seriously the prospect of earth maintenance, and I think we should, 

we have to steal it back from the Anthropocene by refusing its spectacularism and 

sublimity of its many incommensurate scales.  Ukeles showed that if you want to move 

across systems by a leap of scale you have to take your time with it and be present.  To 

resist the exit strategy of dwelling in existentially unimaginable scales and times, and 

stay here, with the issues around us in our institutions and ideologies that are 

underwriting such dramatically different conditions of wealth, environment, and 

sustainability. Here, in the words of Donna Haraway, “with the trouble.”136  We need to 

inflect these old monuments to the Anthropocene with new collective and sustainable 

values. 

 

136 Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble. 
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Maybe making new monuments could be a way to collectively revalue relations 

to cultural memory around massively destructive weather events and polluted 

landscapes and sites.  Maintenance as aesthetic, maintenance as ritual, according to 

proposition #9, has the potential to be productive of new and renewed value.  To call 

something bare “nature,” when it is in fact deeply cultural and human, and to therefore 

erase the culture that is there is like un-making monument.  This is what white 

European settlers did across the continent when they came to it and elected to see the 

landscape not necessarily as “empty” but as virgin and un-cultivated, un-stewarded, 

and un-managed, when in fact it was and had been for centuries.137 To call something a 

monument when it isn’t one, as Smithson did, is to put into question the boundaries 

between the two: monument and not, culture and nature, and to insist on their 

ineluctable entanglement in a way that opens up the genre of the civic monument as a 

possible mode of reclamation.  Native American Historian David Treuer recently argued 

in the Atlantic that the best thing to do with the National Parks, America’s Historic 

Monuments to its Own Virgin Natural Beauty, would be to give them back to the tribes 

that used to live on the land before it was dispossessed.138 To un-monument them and 

recognize that they were actually full of sacred sites all along.  

 

137 A thorough introductory text on this subject is journalist Charles C. Mann’s 1491: New Revelations of the 
Americas Before Columbus. 
138 Treuer, David, “Return the National Parks to the Tribes,” 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/05/return-the-national-parks-to-the-tribes/618395/.  
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Chapter 3: Against Abandonment: David Wojnarowicz 
and the Art of Queer Maintenance 

Sometimes you can change the psychic space, the landscape of emotions, by 
carrying out actions in the physical world.  I suppose in a way that’s what art is, 
certainly the near-magical art that Wojnarowicz would soon begin to make, as he 

turned increasingly from destruction to creation.1 

July of 2018, the summer I spent working in David Wojnarowicz’s archive at the 

Fales Library at NYU, the summer of the Whitney Museum retrospective of his work, 

History Keeps Me Awake at Night, which I was also there to see, was the same summer 

that we learned for the first time publicly that the U.S. government had started a practice 

of putting immigrant children in cages.  So, that summer I woke every morning in my 

borrowed apartment in SoHo, looked up LaGuardia Place over the defiant greenery of 

Alan Sonfist’s Time Landscape (1965-78-Present) at the hulking red mass of Bobst Library 

where I was about to go spend my time sorting through a dead stranger’s random stuff, 

and listened to the news on the radio of the fresh daily horrors borne of the Trump 

Administration’s “Zero Tolerance Policy” at the U.S.-Mexico border.  The strict terms of 

the policy, masterminded by Trump senior advisor Stephen Miller, which officially went 

into effect from April 2018 to June 2018 (though it was in operation through test 

programs as early as 2017), mandated that children be separated from any adult 

companions when apprehended by U.S. Border Patrol and that the adults should be 

immediately processed for removal from U.S. territory with no hope of applying for 

 

1 Laing, The Lonely City, 108. 
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refugee status or asylum.2  The DOJ’s press release on the policy warned that a “crisis 

[had] erupted at the Southern Border” due to “dangerous loopholes” in the nation’s 

immigration and asylum laws.3  The supposed “loopholes” were actually prior policy 

designed to protect asylum seekers fleeing political violence in their countries of origin.  

The ostensible point of family separation was to deter illegal crossings with a policy so 

limiting and cruel that it sent a credulously repellent message, when in fact the number 

of illegal crossings—crossing a border outside a proper point of entry—had fallen off by 

tens of thousands at the Southern border since 2008, and has held relatively steady in 

recent years.4  Deterrent or not, the net effect of zero tolerance has been the forced 

separation more than 5,500 children from their parents or caregivers as of 2019, children 

who were then held in child detention facilities—what a phrase—sometimes days and 

weeks past the established 72-hour limit.5  Due to the hasty rollout of the new policy, 

lack of bureaucratic transparency, and abject carelessness on the part of the 

Administration, as of my writing the parents of more than 600 of these children have 

 

2 Kim Bellware, "Leaked Stephen Miller emails show Trump's point man on immigration promoted white 
nationalism, SPLC reports,” https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2018/05/07/609225537/sessions-says-
zero-tolerance-for-illegal-border-crossers-vows-to-divide-families.  
3 Department of Justice Press Release, “Attorney General Announces Zero-Tolerance Policy for Criminal 
Illegal Entry,” 6 April 2018, https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/attorney-general-announces-zero-tolerance-
policy-criminal-illegal-entry. 
4 Lori Robertson, “Illegal Immigration Statistics,” FactCheck.org, 28 June 2018, 
https://www.factcheck.org/2018/06/illegal-immigration-statistics/.  
5 Caitlin Dickerson, “Parents of 545 Children Separated at the Border Cannot Be Found.” New York Times, 21 
Oct. 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/21/us/migrant-children-separated.html; Anna Flag and 
Andrew R. Calderón, “500,000 Kids, 30 Million Hours: Trump’s Vast Expansion of Child Detention,” The 
Marshall Project, 30 October 2020, https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/10/30/500-000-kids-30-million-
hours-trump-s-vast-expansion-of-child-detention.  



 

195 

still not been found.6  The Zero Tolerance family separation policy arguably represents a 

weaponization of the bureaucracy and carceral machinery of the security state against 

basic human relations of care and support, as well as an implicit message that those 

individuals who are nationally (and specifically, racially) “other” do not meet the 

criteria of “human” in the eyes of the Administration (cf. Trump’s repeated, blanket 

references to immigrants as “rapists” and “criminals”).7  Such are those purported 

Republican “family values.” 

David Wojnarowicz (b. 1954 - 1992)—who hated borders along with all other 

oppressive social constructs—developed over the course of his artistic career a critical 

iconography of the intersecting and layered mythologies of American colonialism, 

nationalism, xenophobia, racism, sexism, and homophobia on vibrantly detailed multi-

media canvases and in vivid and relentless poetry and prose.  While it was taken 

directly from one of Wojnarowicz’s paintings, the word “History” in the title of the 

 

6 Priscilla Alvarez, “Parents of 628 migrant children separated at border still have not been found, court 
filing says,” CNN.com, 2 December 2020, https://www.cnn.com/2020/12/02/politics/family-separation-us-
border-children/index.html. 
7 It goes without saying that this puts Trump in a long historical lineage of fascistic leaders who use 
dehumanizing rhetoric to scapegoat and villainize immigrants and minorities to justify their persecution.  
For examples of Trump’s statements see headlines like, “Trump’s history of making offensive comments 
about nonwhite immigrants,” The Washington Post, 11 January 2018, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2018/01/11/trumps-history-of-controversial-remarks-
about-nonwhite-immigrants/; and, “Trump Ramps up rhetoric on undocumented immigrants: ‘These aren’t 
people.  These are animals.,’” USA Today, 16 May 2018, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/05/16/trump-immigrants-animals-mexico-democrats-
sanctuary-cities/617252002/.   
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Whitney show felt a bit off (and not just to me).8  The AIDS Pandemic that Wojnarowicz 

lived through and spent much of his late career engaged in fighting, both through 

protest and his creative work, is hardly “history”—not in the U.S., nor elsewhere.  The 

CDC estimates that 36,400 new HIV infections occurred in the U.S. in 2018, with the 

ongoing crisis disproportionately affecting queer and trans people, poor people, and 

people of color; people who typically have less access to healthcare for STD prevention 

and treatment.9    Wojnarowicz would also have been (most certainly publicly) livid, but 

unsurprised by the cruelty and hypocrisy of the Trump Administration’s theatrical 

invention of crisis in order to justify such a dehumanizing and destructive policy.10  This 

is because he was well attuned, both through personal circumstance and the historical 

context in which he lived—as an artist and a queer man living in New York City in the 

bleak years following its fiscal insolvency and through the AIDS crisis—to the horrific 

effects of the abandonment, repression, and violence wrought on both humans and 

 

8 In History Keeps Me Awake at Night (for Rilo Chmielorz) (1986) Wojnarowicz stenciled and painted a number 
of images (a man pointing a gun, a man sleeping in bed, a worn, roman-looking statue of a figure on a 
charging horse with no head and no arms, an alien in a desert landscape) over a background of collaged 
pieces of found and printed paper, including money, maps, a human anatomy poster, and grocery store 
advertisements. He also called his 1986 solo show at Gracie Mansion Gallery, Queer Basher/Icarus Falling.  
History Keeps Me Awake.  In July of 2018 the Wojnarowicz exhibit at the Whitney was the site of multiple 
protests by members of ACT-UP (the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power), of which Wojnarowicz was an 
active member, who claimed that the wall text and the show in general were historicizing a crisis that was 
not at all “history.”  Sarah Cascone,“’AIDS Is Not History’: ACT UP Members Protest the Whitney 
Museum’s David Wojnarowicz Show, Claiming it Ignores an Ongoing Crisis,” https://news.artnet.com/art-
world/act-up-whitney-museum-david-wojnarowicz-1325891.  
9 “U.S. Statistics” CDC: HIV.Gov, https://www.hiv.gov/hiv-basics/overview/data-and-trends/statistics. 
10 In Wojnarowicz’s words, “The North American continent is really just one big piece of land, but suddenly 
there’s this arbitrary place where Mexicans have to stop, but on the other hand, Americans can just saunter 
over.” Barry Blinderman, “The Compression of Time: An Interview with David Wojnarowicz,” in Barry 
Blinderman, ed., David Wojnarowicz: Tongues of Flame, 61. 
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nature through the all-too-human proclivity toward systematic ordering, categorization, 

and exclusion—in particular in the face of perceived difference.  And his output was 

copious.  From the late 1970s until his death in 1992 at age 37 (the same age I am as I 

write this), Wojnarowicz produced four books, two films, recorded an EP as part of the 

band 3 Teens Kill 4 (with Brian Butterick and Jesse Hultberg), and made hundreds of 

visual multimedia pieces.  Wojnarowicz’s work took dead aim at what Louis Althusser 

called the “Ideological State Apparatuses,” and what Wojnarowicz himself referred to as 

the “pre-invented world,” produced by those normative institutions of school, church, 

and family.11  As a capacious reader and writer who was largely self-educated, 

Wojnarowicz had a way of articulating high critical theories of self, subject, history, and 

ideology in an accessible and impassioned vernacular.  It helped that he was deeply 

attuned to the material traces human ordering on the environment and the world 

around him—both the made and the grown—and paid special attention to their undoing 

by way of natural processes of decay and disrepair.  In a multimedia practice that 

 

11 See generally, Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” in Lenin and Philosophy and 
Other Essays. The phrase, “the pre-invented world,” which I explore in more detail below, appears 
throughout Wojnarowicz’s writing and is a core concept through which he explored the problem of 
ideology critique.  Basically, as Wojnarowicz understands it, all people are born into a world of pre-invented 
concepts and ways of being, many of which are highly destructive to themselves, other people, and non-
human life, and based on gross misconceptions of reality.  The expressive arts are one way to push thought 
and representation beyond “pre-invention” into new concepts and new ways of being, and to express 
communion-in-difference from the pre-invented world.  Wojnarowicz believed that for this reason all 
people should have access to some form of artistic expression. He thus also had a way of taking postmodern 
concepts like ideology, social construction, and deconstruction, and translating them through his own 
vernacular. Wojnarowicz, “Postcards from America, X-Rays from Hell,” in Close to the Knives, 116-7; 
Blinderman, “The Compression of Time: An Interview with David Wojnarowicz,” 63. 
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included photography, film, poetry, essay, memoir, performance, sculptural installation, 

collage, and painting, he developed a symbolic system for meaning-making out of 

detritus: abandoned architectures, ruined environments, overdetermined iconography, 

and ephemera that vividly captures the affective registers—rage, as well as  love and 

loss—of facing a life of social ostracization for trying to be yourself, and then watching a 

good portion of your friends and community die of near-total institutional abandonment 

masquerading as a deadly virus.   

One might wonder what the maintenance work is here, in the middle of a crisis. 

Isn’t the exact opposite of maintenance expressed in the history of a life that was 

murderously abandoned, among so many others, by what should have been the most 

capable and developed structures of collective support? Or in art practice aimed at 

disruption, and which vehemently, scornfully challenged and condemned that failure?   

Here I want to think about how individuals and collectives find ways to 

maintain in spite of this abandonment, and perhaps through such disruption: the queer 

work of maintaining otherwise.  From his first escapes into the forest at the edges of the 

ever-expanding suburban tracts where he grew up, to his explorations in the urban 

wasteland of New York’s abandoned Hudson River Piers as a young adult, where he 

sought out anonymous sex as well as space for contemplation and reprieve, 

Wojnarowicz found alternative forms of sustenance, solace, and support within both 

derelict environments and natural ones—as well as a productive blurring between the 
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two.  Wojnarowicz also traveled throughout his adult life, all across the U.S. and into 

Mexico, and sought out alternative cultural myths, often much older ones, that may 

have been hidden or rejected by the dominant pre-invented world.  He looked to people 

and other living beings in these places in a similar state of estrangement from society.  

Wojnarowicz’s work was also a firmament for the projection of queer and illicit affects, 

desires, and pleasures: images of bodies, provocatively framed or fucking appear in his 

collages, photomontages, and paintings; long passages in his writing are devoted to 

graphic, textural representations of queer sex, remembered or imagined, often set 

against the lucidly rendered backdrop of New York City’s periphery and its decaying 

warehouses and piers. Wojnarowicz thus understood creativity and image-making as 

both a site of resistance and an alternative form of what I identify as maintenance work, 

because for Wojnarowicz art was in many ways a sanctuary, a way to “make room in the 

environment for [his] existence,” so that “not the entire environment is hostile.”12  

In this chapter I want to explore the themes of maintenance, development, and 

their dynamic opposite, abandonment, in the life and work of David Wojnarowicz and 

in so doing define some qualities of queer maintenance work.  The modifier “queer” has 

a wide range of reference, and here it marks both a departure from “normal” modes of 

operating as well as the necessity of finding ways to maintain otherwise in response to 

one’s position as excluded from or other to normative models of sexuality and gender, 

 

12 Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 121. 
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which as we noted above, are historically embedded in normative, gendered, and 

privatized structures of care and support (marriage and family).  “Queer” also connotes, 

in the spirit of the anti-homophobia, pro-sex, pro-visibility, trans-national LGBTQ 

activist organization Queer Nation, a sense of belonging in difference, the refusal of 

order and coherence as a prerequisite to politics, and a claim for the right to be 

maintained, regardless.13  

This queer form of maintenance returns to the theme of ritual as maintenance I 

identified in Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ work in the first chapter, and also referenced in 

maintenance proposition #9 in the Introduction on the aesthetics of ritual as a 

maintenance form. Through the durational, collective performance of Touch Sanitation 

Performance: “Hand-Shake Ritual” with workers of the New York City Department of Sanitation 

(1977-1980), the metaphorically charged objects she called “unburnings” in Unburning 

Freedom Hall (1997), and the monumental architecture of structures like the Ceremonial 

Arch Honoring Service Workers (var. dates), Ukeles demonstrated the form and function of 

 

13 Queer Nation is an organization formed by members of ACT UP in 1990 in response to escalating anti-gay 
violence and prejudice.  Their confrontational tactics and insistence on the importance of visible sexual and 
gender difference were also formed in resistance to an emerging politics of assimilationism and 
conservatism then-emerging within LGBTQ politics and exemplified by public figures like media pundit 
Andrew Sullivan, author of a book called Virtually Normal: An Argument About Homosexuality (1995), and 
organizations like the fiscally-conservative-but-still-gay Log Cabin Republicans.  I will return to the 
discussions around “homonormativity” in queer theory below.  For a comprehensive overview of this 
political discourse see Lisa Duggan, “The New Homonormativity: The Sexual Politics of Neoliberalism,” in 
Russ Castronovo, Dana D. Nelson, and Donald E. Pease, eds., Materializing Democracy, 175-194.  For a 
theoretical analysis of the politics of Queer Nation see Lauren Berlant and Elizabeth Freeman, “Queer 
Nationality,” boundary 2, 149-180. 
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ritual as a reparative form of transformation for individuals and within wider social 

collectives.  

Ritual is repetitive and embodied.  It is often focused on material objects and 

spaces as agents of affect and meaning. Rituals mediate time, making connections to the 

past and expanding the embodied present.14   They are also performative: a material 

means through which individuals and collectives can intentionally reproduce and 

sustain cultural memory.15  While inspired by the Jewish rituals on which she was 

raised, Ukeles wanted translate spiritual into secular practice by bringing ritual into art, 

from whence Walter Benjamin claimed it had been banished when mechanical 

reproduction disrupted the aura of art objects and shifted certain cultural and ritualistic 

attachments to individual works of art whence they could be reproduced infinitely.16  

This post-dematerialization, post-object, performance-based return of ritual to the space 

of art in Ukeles’s work demonstrates that ritual behavior (while certain artistic claims to 

autonomy are predicated on a desire to be free of it) is, regardless, at the core of human 
 

14 Ukeles in conversation with Linda Montano in Montano, comp. Performance Artists Talking in the Eighties, 
456. 
15 In the words of Stuart Hall, “Meaning is […] produced whenever we express ourselves in, make use of, 
consume or appropriate cultural ‘things’: that is, when we incorporate them in different ways into the 
everyday rituals and practices of daily life and in this way give them value or significance.” Stuart Hall, 
“The Work of Representation,” in Stuart Hall and Paul du Gay, eds., Representation: Cultural Representation 
and Signifying Practices, 3. 
16 According to Benjamin, the aura of the work of art, or the “unique value of the ‘authentic’ work of art 
always has its basis in ritual.” This is “identical to its embeddedness in the context of [living] tradition.” 
Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility: Second Version,” in 
Michael W. Jennings, et. al., eds., The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility and Other 
Writings on Media, 24. Ukeles discusses the role of ritual in her Jewish upbringing and how this relates to her 
use of rituals in her work in conversation with Linda Montano in Performance Artists Talking in the Eighties, 
455-7. 
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practices of valuation, meaning-making, and collective belonging.17   This is also, as 

Benjamin, Althusser, Stuart Hall, Judith Butler, and Lauren Berlant—among many 

others—point out, why we find ritual in politics.  In these struggles over belonging and 

meaning-making, the maintenance of ritual, and what collective rituals serve to 

maintain, becomes political (maintenance proposition #8).  The aesthetics of ritual and 

the politics of maintenance will be the two themes around which this chapter circulates.  

Because of histories of trauma connected to the AIDS crisis, which occurred 

historically alongside the more generalized social erasures and institutional exclusions 

shaping queer life, queer culture and queer theory have had to negotiate a fraught 

relationship to organized cultural rituals which so often serve as a normative force.  

Subcultures and subcultural production are, of course, in some sense predicated on an 

exclusion from or lack of representation within dominant forms of institutional, political, 

and quotidian ritual. Stuart Hall was one of the first cultural theorists to take seriously 

the production of everyday, identity-forming, and performative rituals outside of and in 

resistance to hegemonic culture, and my work here builds on the ways his insights have 

been taken up in theorizing queer subcultures.18  Following from insights about cultural 

 

17 Peter Bürger, for example, would argue that the entire bourgeois conception of art as a sphere divorced 
from the social relies on the historical de-sacraliztation of the reception of art in bourgeois society and its 
separation from ritual spaces and activities both political and religious (the court and the church).  Bürger, 
Theory of the Avant-Garde, 35-54. 
18 See especially Stuart Hall, “Introduction: Who Needs Identity?” in Questions of Cultural Identity, 1-17.  For 
a theoretical analysis of Hall’s work on culture and its import for thinking about sexual subcultures in 
particular, see Judith Butler, “Agencies of Style for a Liminal Subject,” in Gilroy, et.al., eds., Without 
Guarantees: In Honour of Stuart Hall, 30-37. 
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practice and the politics of style laid out by Hall and taken up again by Judith Butler and 

later José Esteban Muñoz, the discourse on “queer world-making” offers ways to think 

about queer subcultural practices not only through the aesthetics of ritual, but as 

cultural work that sustains individuals and collectives by offering room for 

identification, collective belonging, and reprieve.19  This work on queer subcultural 

production also offers ways to understand why, for individuals experiencing the 

repeated and daily alienation of cultural erasure, agency and belonging may be found in 

particular by reclaiming cultural practices and through art and the aesthetic, and I am 

thus interested in the forms rituals may take (personal, interpersonal, and collective); 

how they mediate relations to material things, environments, spaces, collectives; and 

how they may be felt and experienced through art, performance, and daily life.   

In what follows I find evidence for this in a series of archives: the myriad objects 

Wojnarowicz collected that are now stored in the archive at Fales, in the archivally-

inflected practice of the artist Zoe Leonard, in the artwork and communicative 

exchanges that archive the close personal relationship between Leonard and 

Wojnarowicz, and finally in the enduring queer subcultural practices, and archive of 

queer spaces and gestures and modes of belonging, taking place in the here-and-now: 

the bars and backrooms of contemporary New York City nightlife.  The first of these 

 

19 In Cruising Utopia, Muñoz reflects on the “world-making potentialities” of the “ritualized tellings” of 
queer memories, stories, and utopian longing found in cultural production.  I will discuss Muñoz’s 
understanding of “utopia” and its representation(s) at length below. Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 35-40. 
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archival studies “We Live in a City of Dreams,” begins in Wojnarowicz’s archive at 

Fales, where I speculate on the personal and affective meaning Wojnarowicz attached to 

the items he collected, concentrating in particular on the “Magic Box,” an archive-

within-an-archive of various items Wojnarowicz gathered over the course of his life and 

stored in a pine wood box he kept under his bed.  Wojnarowicz shared the ultimate 

meaning of these items with no one, not even those closest to him, but they clearly relate 

to his artistic process and the significance he attached to objects, specific spaces, 

subaltern cultures, and nature.20  My reading of them and the connections I make to 

events in Wojnarowicz’s well-documented life, art, and writing, highlight the ritualistic 

material attachments evident in his process, and I argue that Wojnarowicz’s work with 

collected objects and in his material environment, while often private and mediated to a 

broader public only through his art, was also mode of queer world-making that he saw 

both as sustaining and as a practice of resistance. 

There is evidence from interviews that following the loss of several of his close 

friends to AIDS and his own seroconversion to HIV-positive, alongside the experience of 

the horrific institutional abandonment and social erasure these entailed, Wojnarowicz’s 

relationship to the natural environment as a space of reprieve shifted, and that he had, 

 

20 Tom Rauffenbart, Wojnarowicz’s partner and the executor of his estate told Marvin Taylor, the Director of 
the Fales Archive and Special Collection who handled the acquisition of the Wojnarowicz Papers, that he 
(Rauffenbart) didn’t even know what the box mean to Wojnarowicz. Marvin Taylor in, “Active Recollection: 
Marvin J. Taylor in Conversation with Julie Ault,” Whitney Museum of American Art, 2014. 
https://whitneymedia.org/assets/generic_file/949/ault_taylor_final.pdf. 
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as he put it, “started to see everything through a veil of death.”21 The next study “You 

See I Am Here,” centers on a letter in Wojnarowicz’s correspondence from this period, 

addressed to Wojnarowicz from the artist Zoe Leonard, and connects outward from the 

images and memories she offers Wojnarowicz in that letter to larger resonances with 

memory, affect, and environment in Leonard’s work.  In tracing these connections, I 

think about the sustaining role that art and the aesthetic have as an exchange between 

people who find themselves together on the outside, even when it is just between two of 

them.  In this way, art takes the ritual form of the gift, an offering that functions as 

recognition and care.  This perspective also extends the many readings of archival and 

affective resonance of Leonard’s many artworks based on postcard reproductions of 

iconic North American landscapes. 

In the final section, “Maintenance is a Drag,” I turn outward from these 

institutionalized archives of scholarly and established culture to the ephemeral archives 

of contemporary queer nightlife.  This is also where the queer cultural history I am 

writing intersects with my own, as a speak from the perspective of spectator and 

performer in the queer drag and burlesque performance scene that emerged in Brooklyn 

around the mid-2000s.  I focus on Switch n’ Play, a queer drag and burlesque collective I 

co-founded with friends and fellow performers in 2006, and whose regular, monthly 

 

21 “Sylvère Lotringer/David Wojnarowicz” in Giancarlo Ambrosino, ed., David Wojnarowicz: A Definitive 
History of Five of Six Years on the Lower East Side, 181. 



 

206 

shows I attended as I worked on Wojnarowicz’s papers.  This queer scene is different 

from the social and activist ones Leonard and Wojnarowicz participated in: the 

demographics are different, the sense of urgency has shifted, mainstream public 

sentiment has swayed, laws prohibiting “sodomy” have been abolished (not all of them), 

cultural and civil institutions have expanded (somewhat, and under specific terms) to 

include non-normative intimate pairings, and the urban landscape has been remade. 

Radical practices of queer resistance are still necessary in this precarious present, 

however, and queer world-making endures in the nightlife culture I explore through an 

aesthetics of re-appropriation and transgressive play with sexuality and gender aimed at 

imagining more expansive configurations of bodies and desire, mutual aid, and re-

distributive economies. So does ritual, in the practices that materially bind collectives 

and help create transitory, but materially present, spaces of queer belonging.  

Space, place, and our situated, culturally mediated perspectives on them are 

important themes both in Leonard’s and Wojnarowicz’s work.  They appear in different 

ways in the manifestly dissimilar aesthetics of either: in Wojnarowicz’s deconstructive 

use of maps, materials scraps, and iconic landscapes in the monumental History 

Paintings series, for example, or in the way Leonard approaches the everyday 

environment through her camera lens with deep affect and historicity and then 

foregrounds that perspective in the way she prints and displays her work.  Following 

this attachment to space and place, I trace throughout my narrative some of the larger 



 

207 

forces of abandonment, neglect, development, maintenance, and resistance surrounding 

queer life, queer spaces, and queer culture and its historicization against the backdrop of 

New York City in the past thirty-odd years, as my narrative weaves back and forth 

between Wojnarowicz’s New York, Leonard’s, and my own—both working in the 

archive and on and around the stage in the back room of the queer bar. 

First, however, we need to trouble the inherent tension between maintenance as 

a force of conservation or preservation (and hence often conservatism), in particular 

within institutional practices of ordering, exclusion, and hierarchy; and how queer 

culture is often figured by theorists as a force of disruption, and in particular a 

disruption of the norms and institutions that govern the symbolic economies of gender 

and sexuality.  This tension is part of the politics of maintenance, too. Maintenance, 

especially when it takes a form like repair, can imply a return to normalcy or of things 

being “fixed.” Maintenance as a ritual often appears at a different temporality than the 

work of activism, which is a forceful and reactive response to conditions of crisis.  In 

1989, activist, critic and curator Douglas Crimp, writing at the height of the AIDS crisis, 

pointed out this incongruity, noting that while rituals (and he was talking specifically 

about rituals of mourning in the gay male community) “have their own political force, 

[…] they nevertheless often seem from an activist perspective, indulgent, sentimental, 
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defeatist […].”22  Direct action groups like ACT UP that formed in response to the AIDS 

crisis, that deeply politicized a generation of queer people, and in which the re-

appropriative language of “queer” emerged in the late 1980s before being theorized into 

academic scholarship in the 2000s, were fighting not just the immediate health crisis of 

people being murdered by government inaction and stigma, but the whole system of 

injustices—homophobia, poverty, racism, sexism—that engendered it.23  This wasn’t a 

time for ritual, it was a time for war, for disobedience and disruption; and ACT UP 

brought it directly to the institutions they were fighting against: marching on Wall 

Street, intervening in a Sunday Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, throwing the ashes of 

dead loved ones on the front lawn of the White House, “seizing control” of the FDA.24  

But, as Crimp points out, part of what activists were fighting for was the right to mourn, 

to have their lives recognized as “grievable.”25  There’s a psychic violence, both 

individual and collective, that is posed by this kind of social erasure, and in response to 

 

22 Douglas Crimp, “Mourning and Militancy,” 5. 
23 Zoe Leonard, for one, related to interviewer Sarah Schulman that she first encountered the language of 
“queer” within ACT UP and activist spaces around HIV/AIDS.  Zoe Leonard, “Zoe Leonard, #106,” The Act 
Up Oral History Project, 13 January 2000, 12-13.  
24 For a partial chronology of ACT UP demonstrations see the “time capsule” on the ACT UP NY archive 
site, https://actupny.org/documents/capsule-home.html.  
25 Crimp, 15-16.  See also, Judith Butler’s recent work on the ethics and politics of grievability, which 
provides a genealogical deconstruction of the liberal political myth of self-sufficiency, The Force of Non-
Violence. New York: Verso, 2020.  Butler traces her own understanding of the concept of “grievability” to the 
AIDS crisis and witnessing the losses of the queer community go unrecognized.  “During the AIDS crisis,” 
she says, “it became clear that many people were losing their lovers and not receiving adequate recognition 
for that loss.  In many cases, people would go home to their families and try to explain their loss, or be 
unable to go home to their families or workplaces and try to explain their loss.  The loss was not recognized, 
and it was not marked, which means that it was treated as if it were no loss.” Masha Gessen, “The New 
Yorker Interview: Judith Butler Wants us to Reshape Our Rage,” shttps://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-
new-yorker-interview/judith-butler-wants-us-to-reshape-our-rage.  
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it, activists also have a collective need to build different structures of collective and 

individual support, and to mourn.  Wojnarowicz used to wear a jacket to ACT UP 

protests that read, “IF I DIE OF AIDS--FORGET BURIAL--JUST DROP MY BODY ON 

THE STEPS OF THE FDA,” which is a plan for direct confrontation, and also a funeral.26  

“Militancy, of course,” Crimp says, “but mourning too: mourning and militancy.”27 

This tension has also emerged within queer theoretical discourse and within 

political debates around LGBTQ organizing, particularly as the terms of the fight for the 

queer left have moved from basic recognition, tolerance, and the right to not be left to 

die, to the longer-term, coalitional, intersectional movement for structural change.  In 

theory, we see an ongoing debate around the inherent “antisociality” of queer sexuality, 

and the trouble this poses not only to normative structures of familial kinship, but how 

it complicates the progressivist impulse of politics in general.28  And this debate itself is 

posed in opposition to what are characterized variously as a “homonormative” or 

“assimilationist” or a “new neoliberal sexual politics” of institutional inclusion without 

 

26 Wojnarowicz’s jacket is legendary: its slogan was often repeated and the sentiment was the inspiration for 
the AIDS Ashes Action in 1992, which I will return to later.  In March of 2020, ACT UP NY’s Twitter account 
posted an image of a cloth facemask printed with an updated version of the phrase that reads “IF I DIE OF 
COVID-19-FORGET BURIAL-DROP MY BODY ON THE STEPS OF MAR-A-LAGO.” 
https://twitter.com/actupny/status/1242781912571183104.  The much-circulated picture of Wojnarowicz in 
the jacket at ACT UP’s “Seize Control of the FDA” demonstration at FDA headquarters in Maryland in 
October 1988, taken by William Dobbs, is printed in Carr, 400. 
27 Crimp, 18. 
28 For a thorough overview of the “antisocial” thesis and the debate surrounding it in queer theory see 
Robyn Wiegman, “Sex and Negativity; or, What Queer Theory Has for You,” 219-243. 
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institutional change, epitomized in the fight for gay marriage.29  I’m interested here in 

the other side of this debate, what culturally-focused queer theorists like José Esteban 

Muñoz and others have called the “anti-anti-utopian” work of “queer world-making” 

that they find in particular among subcultural communities and in cultural production.  

These same theorists, Muñoz included, have also approached the problem of how queer 

life—which may not always be visible or coherent within dominant orders of 

representation—might be historicized and archived, particularly as the discipline of 

history and its archives imposes its own orders of classification, visibility, and 

legitimacy.  Archives are maintenance, too. 

The Utopian Work of Queer World-Making 

“Queerness,” writes Jose Esteban Muñoz, “is essentially about a rejection of the 

here and now and an insistence on potentiality or the concrete possibility of another 

world.”30  This is true in particular in a culture (for Wojnarowicz that of the Reagan 

 

29 Lisa Duggan, who has extensively critiqued the politics of gay marriage, coined the term 
“homonormativity” in The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy to 
describe what she understood as an emerging “neoliberal sexual politics” within some (overwhelmingly 
white and male) movements for gay equality at the turn of the 21st century.  According to Duggan, 
homonormativity stands for “a politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and 
institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay 
constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and consumption.” 
Duggan, 50.  See also, Lisa Duggan, “Holy Matrimony!” https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/holy-
matrimony/; Richard Kim, “Beyond Gay Marriage,” https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/beyond-gay-
marriage/.  Margo Weiss, “Queer Politics in Neoliberal Times (1970-2010s),” in Don Romesburg, ed. The 
Routledge History of Queer America. For a Foucauldian analysis of the politics of “institutionality” and 
difference in the administration of sexuality within the academy see Roderick A. Ferguson, “Administering 
Sexuality; or, The Will to Institutionality,” 158-169. 
30 Jose Estaban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 1. 
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years, the AIDS crisis, the culture wars; for Muñoz contemporary neoliberalism and the 

incorporation of gay life into heteronormative institutions of private property) in which 

affection and sexuality are so tied to the imagined private intimacy of family life, at the 

center of which lives a normative version of “the good life” founded on the model of the 

heteronormative couple.  Think of the capacious and enduring political language of 

“family values,” in U.S. politics which has, since the Regan era, underwritten strategies 

as diverse as the villainization and abandonment of people with AIDS, the right-wing 

attack on reproductive rights, the criminalization and then scapegoating of Black men 

for social problems facing Black communities, and a generalized privatization of social 

responsibility exemplified in neoliberal political rhetoric.   Several strands of queer 

theory are invested in the critique of a specifically (white) American hegemonic cultural 

and political imaginary based around children-family-private property, and in thinking 

about how radicalized versions of queer sexuality, sociality, and culture might resist it.31  

As Lee Edelman and other theorists of queer negativity have argued, in many senses 

queer experience, and specifically queer sexual intimacy, is based in a refusal of futurity 

of this specific kind—of reproductive sexuality, of the institutions of social belonging 

based on familial descent.32   The negative, or “antisocial” thesis, however, contains an 

 

31 For a cogent and foundational account of the “privatization of citizenship” in the U.S. since the Reagan 
years see Lauren Berlant. The Queen of America Goes to Washington City.. 
32 Edelman calls this universalizing political rhetoric the “politics of reproductive futurism.” Lee Edelman, 
No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. For a general overview of the debate about queer negativity see 
Robyn Wiegman, “Sex and Negativity; Or, What Queer Theory Has For You,” 219-243, which is also a 



 

212 

awkward embrace of the homophobic image of queer sexuality as negating and society-

destroying, strikingly similar to the one imagined in the heteronormative rhetoric of 

family values, notwithstanding the myriad other challenges an identity based around 

“anti-sociality” poses to the formulation of an effective politics.33     

For his part, Muñoz insists on the positive political potential of queer 

persistence-in-difference as a utopian one, observable in contemporary and historic 

queer forms of intimacy and sociality and queer subcultural production, through which 

visions of another world, or different versions of the future, can be expressed. To be 

queer, a sexual or gender minority, “odd” or “strange” with respect to dominant forms 

of affection, belonging, gender expression, and sexual intimacy is thus, in Muñoz’s 

formulation, in itself inherently future-oriented and performative, not just a way of 

being but a way of enacting “new and better pleasures, other ways of being in the world, 

and ultimately new worlds.”34  As Robert L. Caserio remarks, rather than being without 

a specific kind of reproductive future, for Muñoz, “Queers have nothing but a future.”35  

In Cruising Utopia, which he positions as a polemic against the antisocial thesis, Muñoz 

 

 

review of Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman’s experimental dialog-based book on queer negativity, Sex, Or 
The Unbearable. See also, Robert Caserio, ed. “The Antisocial Thesis in Queer Theory,” 191-213, which 
documents a 2005 MLA conference debate on the subject between Lee Edelman, Judith Halberstam, José 
Esteban Muñoz, and Tim Dean.  
33 See Tim Dean, “The Antisocial Homosexual,” in Caserio, et. al., 826-7. 
34 Muñoz, 1.  Synonyms for “queer” from Merriam Webster: https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/queer.  
35 Robert L. Caserio, et. al. “The Antisocial Thesis in Queer Theory,” 820. 
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builds off of Ernst Bloch’s theorization of “concrete utopias” as historically situated 

struggles that reject the “here and now” in anticipation of a different and better future.36 

Both Bloch and, in turn, Muñoz, distinguish this enacted and situated wishing-for-a-

better-future that both writers find in some artworks from “abstract utopias,” dreams or 

desires for the betterment of situation without a real desire to critique or change the 

general state of things.37  This is like the wishful thinking one might have narrowly 

within established institutions, by way of inclusion. For Muñoz and other queer critics of 

the contemporary respectability politics alternately known as “gay assimilationism” or 

“homonormativity,” we could translate abstract/concrete to, on the one hand, critical 

gestures of reappropriation, the celebration of difference and non-reproductive 

sexuality, a rejection of heteronormative institutions; on the other, a gay mirror of 

straight society in the political fights for gay marriage, a place in the military, and the 

watered-down identity politics of diversity and institutional inclusion.38   

 

36 Muñoz, 11. 
37 Muñoz, 3, 30. For a thorough and critical treatment of Bloch’s distinction between abstract and concrete 
utopia see Ruth Levitas, “Educated Hope: Ernst Bloch on Abstract and Concrete Utopia,” 13-26. 
38 Muñoz provides a critique of what he calls the “pragmatic politics” of “gay assimilationism” in the first 
chapter of Cruising Utopia, ”Queerness as a Horizon.”  He views the practices he defines as “queer world-
making” in direct opposition to such pragmatism, and in support of a radical and intersectional political 
agenda calling for more radical change to heteronormative institutions and property structures. “Gay 
pragmatic organizing,” declares Muñoz, “is in direct opposition to the idealist through that I associate as 
endemic to forward-dawning queerness that calls on a no-longer-conscious in the service of imagining 
futurity.” 21. Muñoz’s articulation of this political divide in LGBT politics and culture in Cruising Utopia is 
also a critical engagement with the “antisocial thesis” or the antirelational turn in queer theory, proposed by 
scholars like Leo Bersani and Lee Edelman, which positions queer sexuality as inherently anti-family in its 
non-reproductivity, posing a radical challenge to the American political rhetoric of family-children-nation, 
as well as traditional concepts of community-formation.  Muñoz would roughly agree on this point, but 
argues that rather see this institutional antagonism as antisocial, we should understand it as a kind of 
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Importantly, enacted utopia does not have a stable ontology, and so Muñoz 

eschews the projection of a stable or single queer subjectivity.  He sees his project, rather, 

as trying to envision a political “belonging in difference” that is defined collectively only 

in its opposition to the unacceptability of the present state of things.39 “We are not quite 

queer yet,” Muñoz declares, and we need a “conceptual grid in which we do not claim 

to always already know queerness in the world.”40  But you know it when you see it, in 

the world, and the glimpse is enough for recognition.  As so Muñoz locates traces of this 

anticipatory queerness expressed in performance, enacted in spaces of queer 

congregation, and primarily in the aesthetic, across genres and generations of queer 

cultural production.  Aesthetics are the mode through which it is possible to have this 

kind of recognition and wish to appear but still fall short of coherence or determination.  

Among myriad other examples, he identifies the campy excess the visual style of Jack 

Smith’s films (1960s), the anonymity and heterogeneity found in the intermedia and 

collective authorship practices of Ray Johnson’s New York Corresponde(a)nce School 

(1950s-70s), and the “failure and virtuosity” of Dynasty Handbag’s deranged 

performances that subvert norms around race, gender, and socially acceptable behavior 

 

 

radical futurity, a claim on the desire to build different versions of the future in the here-and-now, however 
limited and ephemeral this wishing may be. Muñoz, Cruising, 11-12; Leo Bersani, Homos; Lee Edelman, No 
Future; Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman, Sex, Or The Unbearable. Caserio, et. al. 
39 Munoz 20. 
40 Ibid., 22. 
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(2000s).41  While the diversity and eclecticism of Muñoz’s examples defy coherence by 

design, one can identify an aesthetics at play: frank and celebratory expressions of queer 

desire, interest in the quotidian and a queer resignification of everyday objects and 

symbols appropriated from heteronormative culture, ornament and excess, and an 

embrace of amateurism, aberrance, and failure.  Given the terms laid out by Muñoz, 

Wojnarowicz’s aesthetic practice—his rejection of what he called “the pre-invented 

world,” the vibrant polemical rage of his writing, his creative reuse of everyday 

materials, abandoned spaces, and garbage, the development of a critical iconography 

from this appropriation, the comic-book and quotidian style of his visual language, and 

his candid expression of non-normative desire—was decidedly queer in the world-

making sense.  In Wojnarowicz’s own formulation, the worlds being made through the 

aesthetics of queer cultural production are quite literal.   “I find that when I witness 

diverse representations of ‘Reality’ […],” he says,  “that the larger the range of 

representations, the more I feel there is room in the environment for my existence, that 

not the entire environment is hostile.”42 

What would happen if we read Muñoz’s aesthetics of queer futurist world-

making that enacts concrete utopias as the project of queer maintenance work?  What I 

 

41 Muñoz outlines his reading of Ernst Bloch’s Principle of Hope and the definition of “concrete utopia” as an 
aesthetic practice on 3-4.  The examples referenced are drawn from two of Muñoz’s chapters, “Utopia’s 
Seating Chart” on Jill Johnston’s writing and Ray Johnson’s mail art, and “After Jack” on the performance 
aesthetics of the filmmaker and actor Jack Smith, and contemporary queer performance artists Dynasty 
Handbag and My Barbarian.   
42 David Wojnarowicz, “Postcards from America: X Rays from Hell,” 120-1. 
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appreciate about Muñoz’s utopianism is his recognition of the fact that, however partial 

or fleeting, and whether for better or worse, representation really does something in the 

world.  In the case of queer world-making, it offers a glimpse, or a moment of 

recognition, or in David’s words it “attracts” and “lifts the curtain.”  Might it also 

sustain?  Like Muñoz’s queer world-making, maintenance is also future-oriented and 

hopeful, but typically figures as a force of preservation rather than disruption.  Maintain 

what is here and now for the future, versus resist what is here and now for the future.  

There is an inherent conservatism to maintenance, and you could understand what 

Muñoz and others have characterized as “gay assimilationism” or “homonormativity”—

the politics of appearance enacted in the insertion of gay people into mainstream 

institutions like marriage and military—as a kind of maintenance in this light, but not a 

queer one: an inclusion in the institution without changing the shape of its hierarchies 

and exclusions.43  

However, as Mierle Laderman Ukeles notes above, “there are two basic systems: 

development and maintenance,” and while they represent opposite poles they are 

indivisible. The goal of maintenance in her definition is to “preserve the new; sustain the 

change; protect progress; […] repeat the flight.”44  As early as her founding manifesto, 

Ukeles is quick to recognize that as ongoing growth, unexpected change, and ultimate 

 

43 Muñoz, 20.   
44 Ukeles, MANIFESTO FOR MAINTENANCE ART 1969!, in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 112., 
emphasis added. 
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death are the inevitable outcomes of living, so development is not separate from 

maintenance.  A queer futurist maintenance, therefore, would also embrace this 

contradiction of maintenance as sustaining, but necessarily provisional.  As discussed 

above, maintenance is ongoing. Maintenance is a practice.  It is repetitive like a habit; 

and though practices and habits can become ingrained, they can also change. 

This also points to the fact that opposite pole of maintenance is not development 

or change (these are its complements), but abandonment and neglect. Abandonment is 

what it means to be outside of maintenance, to not be maintained. As we saw with 

Ukeles’ interest in the Sanitation department, there’s often an ordering around systems 

of maintenance that enforces a value-judgment, a determination of what is undesirable 

or out of place. The sanitation employees she worked with told her about the public 

treating them like they were waste because they handled the waste.  They recalled the 

sting of being called “garbage man.”45 As Mary Douglas put it in Purity and Danger, 

“Where there is dirt, there is a system.  Dirt is the by-product of a systematic ordering 

and classification of nature.”46  One of Douglas’ main claims in that text is about how 

modern concepts of clean and dirty are not entirely rational or scientific but rather 

maintain cultural value judgments about the sacred and profane, that is, of what can 

coherently fit into the dominant social order and what defies and defiles coherence.   

 

45 The Ukeles work referenced here, Touch Sanitation, Touch Sanitation Show Part 2: Cleansing the Bad Names 
(1984), is discussed in Chapter 1 on pp. 112-113 of this text. 
46 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concept of Pollution and Taboo, 44. 
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This is clearly evident in the social stigma attached both to queer people and 

those suffering from HIV/AIDS—groups for a time that figured as logically coterminous 

in the dominant narratives of the early years of the AIDS crisis.47 This order of inside and 

outside, worthy of social support and not, or, to put it in a more current valence, 

“mattering” and not, is what underwrote and justified those in power not really doing 

anything about a public health emergency, and of implying or outright stating that 

homosexuals—due to their supposedly rampant promiscuity or the apparently innate 

porosity of the anus—had brought a lethal, sexuality transmitted disease upon 

themselves.48 Queers and the virus already figured on the same side of the imaginary 

boundary separating a coherent social order from without.49  AIDS just reinforced and 

reaffirmed the borders. 

Following Muñoz’s logic that the glimpse of a different future offered by queer 

world-making is sustaining one for both performer/creator and audience that offers an 

ameliorative to the lack of available queer futures in a heteronormative world, this lack 

 

47 This point has, of course, been made before.  See especially, Dennis R. Hall, “Purity and Danger in 
American Popular Culture: C. Everett Koop’s Understanding AIDS,“ 99-103;  Susan Sontag, AIDS and its 
Metaphors. For another excellent analysis of disease, sexuality, and signification during the first years of the 
AIDS crisis see Paula A. Treichler, “AIDS, Homophobia, and Biomedical Discourse” An Epidemic of 
Signification” in Douglas Crimp, ed. AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism, 31-70. 
48 For a documentation of the various and contradictory “meanings” of HIV/AIDS as a “gay disease” in 
public discourse see Treichler, 31-34.  
49 There was even some public talk of making this imaginary boundary literal.  In the essay “Living Close to 
the Knives,” Wojnarowicz recounts hearing about a private city meeting on affordable housing for poor 
people with AIDS in which one politician remarked, “What you want is a little place; an island where you 
can isolate these people so they can bang each other up with the AIDS virus…” Quoted in Wojnarowicz, 
Close to the Knives. 106. 
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is experienced often as an aesthetic or representational one.  Not seeing anyone who 

looks like you, dresses like you, desires like you.   This is why queer theorists like 

Muñoz look to subcultural production for thinking queer politics, why Judith Butler 

focuses on “style” and aesthetics as sources of agency for “liminal” subjects, and why, in 

doing so, Butler refers back to Louis Althusser’s emphasis on the role of ritual and 

practice for the production of subjects within ideological state apparatuses.50  The 

experience of institutional exclusion (or embrace) is a practical, material, and somatic 

one.  This is because the norms governing institutional expectations (which are, of 

course, culturally and historically contingent) are about how and where certain bodies 

should appear: what bathrooms to use, what clothes to wear, how to talk, how to move 

one’s body, what activities to take part in, how to hold oneself.  Butler, ever language-

oriented, calls these norms the culturally available “grammars” for a body or a gender or 

a life.51  We speak, but also negotiate with such available grammars in our living in the 

world.  Imagine “coming to a scene,” perhaps an institutional one—the home, school, 

church, office, polis—and feeling, as Butler puts it, that “we are not sure we are among 

those interpellated as the enfranchised, the survivable, the intelligible” within the norms 

of that institution.52   The experience of violating these norms may be as subtle as the 

 

50 As Butler puts it, “how do we read the agency of a subject when its demand for cultural and psychic and 
political survival makes itself known as a style?” Judith Butler, “Agencies of Style,” in Gilroy, et.al., eds., 
Without Guarantees: In Honour of Stuart Hall, 36. 
51 Ibid, 30. 
52 Ibid., 35. 
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embarrassment of being misperceived as the wrong age or gender, being called the 

wrong pronoun, or being overlooked or ignored; it may be as overt as the pain of 

ostracization, or even the threat of physical violence or death.  However, even the 

subtleties of this experiential mis-appearance or non-appearance, when repeated, have 

profound effects on how one may envision making a life. “Isn’t it strange,” writes the 

poet T. Fleischmann, “to grow up in a culture where your own experience is so 

completely erased you don’t even realize you’re possible until your early twenties?”53 To 

maintain in spite of institutional abandonment and social ostracization and without a 

fitting “grammar”—to maintain by other means: with different models of intimacy or 

kinship networks, or to form different representations of a body or a gender or a life, 

and thus to imagine a space for survival within and against the here-and-now—would 

be to maintain queerly.   

Wojnarowicz’s well-documented biographical record, which exists not just in all 

the things he wrote about his life (real and mythologized), but also in friend and 

biographer Cynthia Carr’s exhaustive and thoroughly researched 600+ page tome, Fire in 

the Belly: the Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz, offers one such diagram for a queer 

maintaining-in-resistance.54  Born working class in New Jersey, the third child of an 

 

53 T. Fleischmann, Time is the Thing A Body Moves Through, 87. 
54 Cynthia Carr, Fire in the Belly: the Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz.  The biographical details in this 
paragraph, unless otherwise noted, are drawn from Carr’s rendering, which is based on her own knowledge 
of Wojnarowicz, interviews with friends and collaborators, historical research, and extensive research in his 
archive and related archives.   
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already-disintegrating, abusive marriage, Wojnarowicz had a rough and sometimes 

itinerant childhood, survived physically and psychologically by escaping into the woods 

or his imagination, and left his last familial home at 17.  He suffered violence, but also 

found friendship and mutual aid among sex workers and johns in the sex subculture of 

New York’s Time Square in the 1970s, and he made it off the street without starving to 

death or losing all his teeth.55  He just barely didn’t graduate from high school. For most 

of his adult life, he had stable housing. Wojnarowicz developed a largely self-taught 

poetic, literary, and visual practice, at first among the ruins and cruising grounds at the 

derelict shipping warehouses on the piers along Manhattan’s West Side. He made a 

(sometimes meager) living as an artist and achieved fame in the booming 1980s East 

Village art scene.  Only early on and rarely did he rely on waged labor to support 

himself.  Though he could be notoriously moody and quarrelsome, Wojnarowicz also 

built a wide, international network of mentorship and friendship, sometimes kinship, 

with fellow queers and artists, some of whom became his artistic collaborators.56  When 

 

55 Olivia Laing, The Lonely City, 104; Carr, 39-53.  For an insider narrative of the heterogenous subculture 
around what used to comprise ecosystem of pornographic stores and movie theaters of the Time Square red 
light district in the 1960s-1990s, the urban social relations that formed there, and a critique of the public 
morality campaign and the zoning policies that decimated it during Rudy Giuliani’s tenure as NYC Mayor 
(1994-2001), see Samuel R. Delany, Times Square Red, Times Square Blue. 
56 This network is evident in Wojnarowicz’s saved correspondence, which includes postcards and letters 
from the people he connected with in many of the places he traveled to—the Southwest, San Francisco, 
France, Upstate New York, and Illinois.  I will explore the relational and affective evidence in Wojnarowicz’s 
correspondence more closely below.  Wojnarowicz is also remarked to have been reclusive and combative 
(both by his biographer, Cynthia Carr, and in interviews with people who knew him) and often had intense 
disagreements with both work collaborators and close friends, particularly as he withdrew psychologically 
in the later stages of his illness.  Olivia Laing’s essay on Wojnarowicz, “In Loving Him,” centers on the 
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the AIDS crisis happened and public institutions failed to adequately respond, 

Wojnarowicz used his artwork to channel his rage and agitate against his current reality 

as a wish for a better one, even as his art and writing turned increasingly toward 

antagonism and critique in later years.  He joined ACT-UP’s coalition of AIDS activists 

after he tested positive for HIV in 1987.  He spent most of his adult life up until his final 

months making art.  He died cared for.  In all, from the aesthetic inspiration he found in 

ruins and cultural waste and from which he constructed his work, to the alternative, 

counter-institutional means of material and relational support he built evident in his 

collaborators and kin, Wojnarowicz found queer ways of maintaining otherwise. 

“We live in the city of dreams”:  
Building Queer Worlds57 

This is why it seems important to me that all people create, make art, practice 
their imaginations, exercise beauty.  When we fill the world with artifacts we 

dreamed we begin to learn from who we wanted to be, an imagined people who 
might know enough to stop making the same mistakes.58 

Wojnarowicz kept the thing under his bed, a repurposed pinewood orange crate 

still emblazoned with its original branding, “INDIAN RIVER CITRUS,” in red blocky 

cursive over a blue oval logo featuring a sunny landscape of orange groves surrounded 

 

 

themes of “aloneness and connection” in Wojnarowicz’s life and work and provides a moving account of the 
physical and emotional abuse Wojnarowicz suffered as a child and the itinerant years of his late 
adolescence. Laing, 105-106. In the index of Cynthia Carr’s biography, she includes under “character and 
personality” multipage entries for “feelings of exclusion, rejection, isolation” and “rages.” Carr, 602. 
57 Talking Heads, City of Dreams, lyrics by David Byrne, appears on True Stories, c. 1986 
58 T. Fleischmann, Time is the Thing a Body Moves Through, 87. 
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by a laurel of branches and cut fruit.  THE MAGIC BOX is written in black wax pencil in 

Wojnarowicz’s own handwriting on a thin piece of masking tape affixed to the top, a 

deliberate marking which makes me want to summon an appropriate amount of reverie 

before opening it.  According to Tom Rauffenbart, Wojnarowicz’s partner for the last 

several years of his life, Wojnarowicz referred to it this way without any further 

explanation.59  He took it out sometimes and played with or looked at the items inside.   

The David Wojnarowicz Papers, which came to the Fales Library and Special 

Collections in 1997 when Taylor met a graduate student working on Wojnarowicz who 

introduced him to Rauffenbart (the executor of Wojnarowicz’s estate), comprise 128 

linear feet of material stored in roughly 175 boxes and include a multitude of 

documentary media including but not limited to: personal correspondence, home videos 

and super 8 films, pornography (moving images and stills), answering machine 

messages, handwritten journals, audio journals, to-do lists, legal filings, random sound 

recordings, and mixtapes; as well as an array of everyday objects: numerous figurines of 

varying sizes (wrestlers, soldiers, animalia), several pocketknives, toy guns, a plastic bag 

of syringes and adrenaline, masks, rocks, shells, a bag of pink marbles, a monkey skull, a 

 

59 In a 2014 conversation with the artist, critic and curator Julie Ault at the Whitney Museum, Marvin Taylor 
detailed his acquisition of the Wojnarowicz Papers.  The occasion of this public conversation was the 2014 
Whitney Biennial, for which Ault was invited to curate a set of artifacts to display alongside works by David 
Wojnarowicz and Martin Wong, chosen from the museum’s collection.  For the installation, Afterlife: a 
Constellation (2014), Ault chose objects from the archives of the artists, both of which are housed at Fales. 
See, https://whitney.org/exhibitions/2014-biennial/julie-ault; Marvin Taylor and Julie Ault, “Active 
Recollection: Marvin J. Taylor in Conversation with Julie Ault,” Whitney Museum of American Art, 2014. 
https://whitneymedia.org/assets/generic_file/949/ault_taylor_final.pdf. 
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cow skull, a full bird skeleton, a stuffed and taxidermized alligator that measures in at 

35 inches long.60  It is a selection of whatever was cleaned out of Wojnarowicz’s 

apartment after his death, and had been sitting in a storage unit in Chelsea for a few 

years. The list inventoried in the finding aid (my printed copy runs 150 pages) reads at 

times like the contents of a junk drawer, or the bizarre taxonomy of animals in ”a certain 

Chinese encyclopedia” discovered (or imagined) by Jorge Luis Borges and recounted by 

Foucault at the beginning of The Order of Things.61 It is an array that defies the traditional 

archive’s logics of sense, blurring public and private, intention and happenstance, 

official records with random notes. 

This is also a reminder that archive is itself a specific way of maintaining 

information about the past for its retrieval in the future, with its own structural 

hierarchies and logics of inclusion and exclusion, governed by its own history and 

norms. Its own way of seeing, as it were. Though Foucault didn’t exactly mean literal 

archives when he famously referred to archive as “the first law of what can be said, the 

system that governs the appearance of statements as unique events,” the analogy is 

useful.62 As an ordered collection of selected material pertaining to a person, an 

organization, a community, or a location within a specific period of time, an archive 

 

60 Ibid. 
61 Foucault, The Order of Things, 1.  The finding aid for the Wojnarowicz Papers is at 
http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/fales/woj/index.html.  
62 Michel Foucault, The Archeology of Knowledge, 129.  With the term “archive,” Foucault was referring more 
generally to the epistemology of a given historical period and how this “conceptual field” determines what 
kinds of statements can appear in discourse.   
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mediates past events and actors, shaping the space of their appearance in the present, 

which the historian or critic or archivist then encounters within their own orders of 

sense, occasioning the past’s continual reinvention. 

According to Fales’ director, Marvin Taylor, in a lot of ways the Wojnarowicz 

archive has challenged his own definitions of what an archive is, including as it does not 

only intentional creative work and more traditional documentary records like official 

documents and correspondence, but also Wojnarowicz’s collected objects and personal 

belongings—the more random and ephemeral evidence from which a critic or historian 

could reconstruct a life.63  Archivists refer to such things as “realia,” and institutional 

archives tend put them aside when they receive them, unless a case can be made for 

their documentary value.64  A collection like Wojnarowicz’s directly challenges this in 

large part because he was an artist who refused the neat divisions between public and 

private parts of his practice, between writing and making art and living, making it hard 

to classify at times what in this trove is personal artifact, and what qualifies as artwork.  

Wojnarowicz used the items he collected out in the world—little trinkets and souvenirs 

or stuff harvested from nature—as subject matter for his photographs, films, and 

paintings, and as actual collaged or assembled material in installations. He also lived 

with the stuff.  There’s a 1990 photograph by Nan Goldin that pictures Wojnarowicz at 

 

63 Marvin J. Taylor and Julie Ault, “Active Recollection,” np, 
https://whitneymedia.org/assets/generic_file/949/ault_taylor_final.pdf. 
64 Apparently, archival collections tend to receive a lot of human hair.  Lev Grossman, “Catalog This,” A4. 
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home, seated and smoking.65  The first thing that sticks out is the baby elephant skeleton 

right next to him, but really the room itself is filled with all kinds of crap.  The wall 

behind Wojnarowicz is overgrown with posters and thrift store paintings and giant, torn 

sheets of craft paper in red and white, among which he’s hung a few giant, baby blue 

papier mâché sperm.  Closer inspection reveals, among other detritus, a skin-colored 

dildo sitting on the shelf.  It reminds me of Kurt Scwitter’s Merzbau (c. 1923-37) mixed 

with the no-budget, campy kitsch profanity of Jack Smith, both of whom shared, in 

many ways, Wojnarowicz’s sensibility for making life into a work of art. From other 

footage of the inside of Wojnarowicz’s home I gather that his domestic space itself was 

like a kind of giant accidental collage: every surface covered in piles of paper, mail, 

newspapers, magazines, a few well-used ashtrays, coffee cups, and peopled by random 

little figurines.  When you consider that Wojnarowicz moved nearly every year or more 

until the last few years of his life, it’s impressive that he kept all this stuff.66 

Wojnarowicz’s odd habits of collecting and Taylor’s work to preserve the result 

can be read as an anticipation of a minor “archival turn” in queer theory and history in 

 

65 Nan Goldin, Wojnarowicz at Home, NYC, 1990. 
66 From the time of Peter Hujar’s death in 1987, until his own death in 1992, Wojnarowicz lived in Hujar’s 
former loft on 1st Avenue and 12th street, above a disused former yiddish theater.  The building had long 
been home to queer artists and performers.  Hujar had handed the lease over to Wojnarowicz in his will.  
Prior to this, Wojnarowicz lived in various apartments around the East Village since 1980, and always with a 
roommate.  For brief periods of time, he went without a permanent address while traveling or couch 
surfing. Wojnarowicz collected things throughout and would at time send objects to live with his friends or 
in the galleries he showed with.  During a 1985 trip to Paris, for example, Wojnarowicz bought a few real 
human skeletons and the baby elephant skeleton in the Nan Goldin photograph, and had them sent back 
New York to be stored in the home studio of Keith Davis, a friend a graphic designer for Artforum.  Carr, 
Fire in the Belly, 272-3. 
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the early 2000s, itself part of a larger critical focus on the role of archives as sites of 

power and mediators of historical truth, one occasioned by the reception of the post-

structuralist work of Foucault and Derrida throughout North American academia in the 

1990s.67  For their part, queer theorists of archiving have pointed out that the intimate 

nature of gender and sexual identity, as well as the historical and cultural specificity of 

these terms, pose real challenges to the documentation of non-normative sexual histories 

within the confines of what we traditionally conceive of as public record.68  With this in 

mind, scholars intent on preserving queer art and cultures of the recent past have 

argued for a more expansive definition of what archival material is, with people like 

Ann Cvetkovic, José Esteban Muñoz, and Jack Halberstam essentially performing the 

work of archival expansion by writing critical theory and queer history through 

attention to everyday lives and objects, sub-cultural ephemera, and private artifacts.69  

“Queerness is often transmitted covertly,” Muñoz explains, arguing compellingly for 

what he calls the “ephemera as evidence” of queer “structures of feeling” as they are 

communicated through embodied, lived experience and performance: gestures, modes 

 

67 For an excellent overview of the influence of Derrida and Foucault on archival thinking in social and 
cultural history see Carolyn Steedman, Dust: the Archive and Cultural History, 1-16. 
68 For an overview of this “archival turn” Anjali Arondekar, et.al., “Queering Archives, A Roundtable 
Discussion”; Kate Eichhorn, “Queer Archives: From Collections to Conceptual Framework” in The Routledge 
History of Queer America. For a salient critique of some elements of the “archival turn” in queer theory from 
the perspective of an archival historian see Sara Edenheim, “Lost and Never Found: The Archive of Feelings 
and its Historical Propriety.”   
69 See especially, Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings, as well as her chapter “Photographing Objects as 
Queer Archival Practice” from the collection Feeling Photography, edited by Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu; 
Julia Bryan-Wilson and Cheryl Dunye, “Imaginary Archives: A Dialogue”; José Esteban Muñoz, “Ephemera 
as Evidence: Introductory Notes on Queer Acts”; and Jack Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place. 
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of speech, and through indeterminate narrative forms like innuendo and gossip.70  This 

kind of attention grounds Muñoz’s reading of queer cultural practice as world-making 

referenced above, and is a reminder that the body itself is an archive of the residues left 

by experience in the world, or as Maurice Merleau-Ponty would put it, the body formed 

by habit is a “sedimentation” of experience.71   

I am less concerned with making the case for thinking of Wojnarowicz’s archive 

as queer, or even as a document of queer resistance, though it most certainly is both, 

containing as it does evidence of how Wojnarowicz battled all kinds of artistic, legal and 

conceptual absolutisms.72  Rather, I’m interested in the stuff that doesn’t speak the way 

primary documents do, the realia: objects whose meanings may be more or less private 

and obscured.  While real-world objects Wojnarowicz collected were source material, 

and often up in his installations, photographs, films and collages, they are also things he 
 

70 José Esteban Muñoz, “Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” 6, 10-11. 
71 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 131. I have to credit this fruitful connection between 
bodily performance and habit to Susan Stryker, who comments on Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of habit, 
“[t]his lived body materializes its historical and psychological contours over time precisely through the 
gestures and patterns of motion that it acquires, automates, forgets, and repeats, through the habits and 
habitats it enacts and occupies by means of a habitus, which Pierre Bourdieu tells us is nothing other than 
‘history turned into nature, i.e. denied as such.’”  For Merleau-Ponty the habit-body is always in a dialectical 
tension with immediate lived experience.  So too for Stryker, queer and trans and non-normative modes of 
gender and sexual expression may “cross or disrupt old patterns” of habit and point toward “new and 
previously unrealized ways of being.” Arondekar, et.al., 212-3.  
72 Wojnarowicz’s work was caught up in the culture wars of the late 1980s.  In 1990 he sued the American 
Family Association for defamation and copyright infringement after their director, Reverend Donald 
Wildmon, used images from Wojnarowicz’s work (including a collaged image of Jesus shooting heroin and 
several sexually explicit images) in a mailing attacking the National Endowment for the Arts.  The images 
had been cropped and radically decontextualized from their original context, on top of which, neither the 
work in question nor any other exhibition of Wojnarowicz’s work had ever been directly funded by the 
NEA. Wojnarowicz won the lawsuit and received a check for $1 in damages, which is also in the archive. 
Carr, Fire in the Belly, 479-481, 486, 489-94; see also, Wojnarowicz Papers, Subseries B: Legal Cases, Box 14, 
Folders 53-105. 
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lived with, cherished, and attended to.  Having been alienated in many ways from the 

world he was born into, a reality that he referred to as “pre-invented,” these things are 

the materials with which Wojnarowicz sought to deconstruct the pre-invented in order 

to create something just a bit more hospitable, even and if only through the marks he’d 

leave on the world.  I want to think, then, of Wojnarowicz’s practice of collecting as what 

Michel Foucault would call an “aesthetics of existence,” a queer approach to life that 

starts from a practice of self-work and self-care.73   

Near the end of his career, before his untimely death from complications of 

HIV/AIDS in 1984, Foucault turned from his genealogical projects tracing the history of 

disciplinary power and the modern biopolitical techniques of governmentality in 

Western thought, in other words, thinking about how discourses, institutions, and 

subjects are constituted within networks of knowledge and power; to an investigation of 

the history of subject’s own work in its constitution-of-self, that is, how historical 

subjects at different moments have been actively engaged with—and at times have 

refused or struggled against—their own constitution within historically shifting 

relations of knowledge power.74    Rather than starting from the Western Christian 

 

73 For a good overview of the theoretical consequences of this turn in Foucault’s thought see Mark Poster, 
“Foucault and the Problem of Self-Constitution” in Foucault and the Critique of Institutions, 63-80. 
74 This shift is apparent in Foucault’s last two volumes on the History of Sexuality, The Use of Pleasure, and The 
Care of the Self, which attend to ancient Greek and Roman conceptions of sexuality and “techniques of the 
self” in an effort to rethink ethics outside of the Western model of a coherent, self-owning, self-knowing 
rational subject bestowed with natural rights.  He also wrote several essays and gave interviews in the early 
1980s in which he discussed his interest in ethics.  See especially, “On the Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview 
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tradition from which he had traced the modern techniques of governmentality from the 

pastoral conception of power, Foucault looked first to ancient Greek and Roman 

thought, where he found evidence of a problematization of work on the self that had 

little to do with either the Christian conduct of souls or the psychoanalytic mastery of 

unconscious and desire, but rather a relation to the self as a process of labor, a kind of 

work that Foucault identifies in the Ancient Greek as epimeleia hetaou and translates to 

“taking care of oneself.” For Foucault, this is a very specific kind of labor:  

It does not mean simply being interested in one-self, nor does it mean 
having a certain tendency to self-attachment or self-fascination.  
Epimeleia heautou is a very powerful word in Greek which means 
“working on” or “being concerned with” something.  For example, 
Xenophon used epimeleia heautou to describe agricultural management.  
The responsibility of a monarch for his fellow citizens was also 
epimeleia heautou.  That which a doctor does in the course of caring for 
a patient is epimeleia heautou.  It is therefore a very powerful word; it 
describes a sort of work, an activity; it implies attention, knowledge, 
technique.75 

The two significant things to point out here are: first, the subject as constituted within a 

kind of permanent process, a daily work, or what Foucault refers to a bit earlier in the 

 

 

of Work in Progress,” and “The Ethics of the Concern for the Self as A Practice of Freedom,” in Ethics, 
Subjectivity, and Truth, 253-302, and “An Aesthetics of Existence,” in Politics, Philosophy, Culture, 47-53. 
75 Foucault, “On The Genealogy of Ethics,” 269.  The text of this paper is the result of a series of working 
sessions between Foucault, Hubert Dreyfus, and Paul Rabinow at UC Berkeley in 1983 in which Foucault 
discussed his ongoing work developing a genealogy of Western ethics from Ancient Greece and Rome 
through Christianity and Enlightenment.   
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text as taking one’s life itself not as an object, but as a work of art.76  The second is that, 

unlike either religious or scientific versions of knowledge of the subject, this one is 

without recourse to a universal model of truth or reason.  In other words, what interests 

Foucault here is that unlike a good portion of Western tradition from Christianity to 

Modernity, the telos is not toward renouncing bodily desires in order to save the soul for 

an afterlife, or an attempt to uncover some universal truth of the subject existing below 

language or prior to the reification of desire.  It is, rather, to make an active and free 

choice to give life a certain value on earth, by working on it—through daily practices 

like learning, attending to one’s body, and emerging techniques of writing—like a work 

of art.77   

 Foucault’s goal in this project is not to offer to the contemporary moment an 

alternative version of ethics founded in the ancient world.  For one, this ideal of the 

ethical life in ancient Greece was only open to a few, while the rest of society—slaves 

and women—did the work that actually supported free citizens.78  But also, as Foucault 

notes, this would be an anachronism: “you can’t find the solution to a problem in the 

 

76 This is actually a rare moment when Foucault talks about contemporary art and culture and performs a 
minor critique of artistic autonomy, noting “What strikes me is the fact that, in our society, art has become 
something that is related only to objects and not to individuals or life. That art is something which is 
specialized and done by experts who are artists.  But couldn’t everyone’s life become a work of art? Why 
should the lamp or the house be an art object but not a life?” Ibid., 261. 
77 Ibid., 271.  On the emergence of writing around Plato’s time as a device for “artificial memory” see Ibid, 
272-3. 
78 Ibid., 257. 
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solution of another problem raised at another point by another people.”79  The Greek 

version of ethics is a specific configuration related to their own discourses and social 

hierarchies and divisions of labor. The point is to mark out the continuity or 

continuation of an approach to ethics through techniques of the self, formulated 

historically in a number of different ways, and to write a genealogy of these.  Foucault 

wants to mark out ethics, a relation to the self that is also necessarily a relation to others, 

as something to problematize, as historically contingent, as not merely given, and 

therefore as something material, mutable with which we one could work.  If there is a 

contemporary ethical, and therefore political, project within this, and I think there is, it is 

a purposeful and radical departure from the language of conscious political desire, or 

the project of utopian liberation from relations of domination, because in fact power 

suffuses every relation including that of the subject in relation to itself.80  For Foucault, it 

is a more general and ongoing question about the ontological relationship between 

ethics and freedom and how we, as constituted in any given context by relations of 

power, may constitute ourselves within the systems of meaning that we are given in the 

world, especially when, I would argue, what is given doesn’t quite seem to fit.81   

 

79 Ibid, 256. 
80 Ibid., 256; Foucault, “The Ethics of the Concern for the Self as a Practice of Freedom,” 291. 
81 As Foucault puts it, “I would say that I am not interested in how the subject constitutes itself in an active 
fashion through practices of the self, these practices are nevertheless not something invented by the 
individual himself.  They are models that he finds in his culture and are proposed, suggested, imposed upon 
him by his culture, his society, his social group.”  He doesn’t necessarily see this “fashioning” of the self or 
even modes of resistance as entirely a “positive” process, either.  Just as much as work on the self could be 
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 I don’t know if during his many trips to Paris starting at the end of the 1970s 

Wojnarowicz ever came across Foucault and his thought.  I do know that by this point 

Wojnarowicz was already formulating his own self-styled approach to art and life that 

resembles this aesthetics of the self.  In early adulthood, after spending some time living 

on the street in his late teens, Wojnarowicz found some stable housing and started 

working at Bookmasters near Union Square, got interested in poetry and began for the 

first time seriously writing and reading it, developing a particular affection for itinerant 

rebels like Arthur Rimbaud, Jean Genet, William Burroughs, and Jack Kerouac.82  At 21 

in 1975, Wojnarowicz penned the closest thing he ever wrote to a manifesto in a letter to 

his sister Pat, who was then living in France and working as a model.  In it, he spelled 

out for perhaps the first time in writing his perception of what he would come to call the 

“pre-invented world,”: 

the forms of god in churches, the schools that interfere more w/ 
education than they teach it, the whole system of work where one 
strives for some unobtainable level of security that even if reached is 
so flimsy that it can fall in a fraction of the time that it took to build up 
to it.83 

Wojnarowicz talked about his need to separate from this “level of governed life in 

society” in order to “find the entirety of [his] own soul, that level where on is living in 

 

 

toward invention or freedom, it could also turn toward techniques of repression or domination over parts of 
the self. Foucault, “The Ethics of the Concern for the Self as a Practice of Freedom,” 291.  
82 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 55. 
83 David Wojnarowicz, “Letter to Pat,” 1975, David Wojnarowicz Papers, Box 2, Folder 1.  
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the rhythm of life itself as it really should be.”84 He also described this project of self-

exploration like a labor, something that wouldn’t be easy, and through which he would 

likely experience social isolation and rejection.85  It is a sentiment obviously colored by 

the violent and heady romanticism of the writers Wojnarowicz had been devouring, but 

he’s also getting at a deep motivation that would drive his work for the rest of his life: 

the need to step outside what society around him seemed to accept as given, all of its 

institutions and structures, primarily and first through work on himself—his own ability 

to “see.”86 

Wojnarowicz never sent the letter, but he did get to work.87  Over the next few 

years, he’d start a poetry journal called RedM with friend and poet John Esslin, who he’d 

met working briefly at Pottery Barn in 1973.  They only put out one issue (1976), but for 

it they solicited work from poets like Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Bernadette Mayer.88  

And Wojnarowicz published a few of his poems elsewhere, performed his work at 

readings, and was hooking into a network of queers and poets and artists.  He also 

 

84 Ibid. 
85 “Finding the subconscious and dwelling in it and working in it will not provide extreme happiness to the 
individual,” says Wojnarowicz, “as it takes a separation from the normal levels of existence to open that 
door & most of society (or for that matter, societies) refuse to understand that separation for it is a rejection 
of all the principles one is brought up with […],” ibid. 
86 Wojnarowicz ends the letter by “I am so blind, but that flash of light so clearly places itself in my living.  
That light I only catch glimpses of at this point.  That is what I work to see now.  That is what I want, and I 
am heading that way,” ibid. 
87 Biographical details of Wojnarowicz’s life over the next several pages can be found in Carr, 104-179, as 
well as in Wojnarowicz’s journals from those years.  The latter have been digitized by the Fales Archive.  
Links to these can be found at http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/fales/woj/dscaspace_ref11.html. See also, 
Wojnarowicz, “Journals, 1971-1991,” David Wojnarowicz Papers, Box 1, Folders 2-16. 
88 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 69. 
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traveled, around the northeast and across country to San Francisco, freight hopping and 

hitchhiking all the way with his friend John Hall.  Nursing the dream of publishing with 

City Lights, Wojnarowicz stayed in San Francisco for a couple of months in 1976, living 

at a YMCA and finding odd gigs through the Labor Office.  Within weeks the fantasy 

crumbled, but Wojnarowicz started casually interviewing the people he met traveling on 

freight trains and working day jobs, nomads and drifters and people who by 

circumstance or choice (or both) were living on the edges of society.  He wrote down 

their stories on napkins and scraps and copied them into his journal to develop into 

monologues.  He’d continue to collect these over the next several years, publishing a 

collection called Sounds in the Distance with Aloes Press in 1982.  “Wojnarowicz has 

caught the age-old voice of the road, the voice of the traveler, the outcast, the thief, the 

whore, the same voice the was heard in Villion’s Paris,” wrote William S. Burroughs in 

his blurb on the back cover. 

Wojnarowicz had in fact lived in Paris and Normandy for a time at that point.  

He moved there in September 1979 to live with his sister, Pat, and her boyfriend, for 

what he thought might be a permanent stay.  It wasn’t, but the trip was decisive both for 

his development as an artist, and in life.  Wojnarowicz spent his days writing and 

sketching and planning artwork, hanging out in the Louvre, or cruising for sex in the 

Tuileries.  He met a Frenchman named Jean Pierre (who appears in his correspondence 

as JP), with whom he fell in love and kept in touch for the rest of his life.  He learned to 
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speak some French, though never fluently. He tried (and failed) to get his work 

published in some places, both in Paris and at home in the U.S., but regardless he kept 

working on the monologues, and the tone of this work, drafts of which appear in his 

journals from those years, was becoming clear and decisive.  He’d shift away from 

poetry to something more like memoir or observational prose, but always deeply 

phenomenal and sensory, whether he was talking about a dream, or the scenery, or sex.  

Wojnarowicz’s Paris/Normandy notebooks are full of evidence of his development as an 

artist: little drawings and sketches, photographs, plans for compositions and films, and 

collected imagery of subjects that he’ll work on for the rest of his career, pasting in torn 

out reproductions and postcards.89 Wojnarowicz liked to photograph, among other 

subjects, trash on the streets of Paris, an attraction to the derelict that would become 

deeply ingrained in his aesthetic.  He’d also started collecting his realia, pulling posters 

off of walls to re-use as canvas for letters or visual work, finding books and items—stuff 

that would become raw material for collages or photographs or installations—in 

Parisian antique stores and curiosities shops, the kinds of places where you could find 

discarded relics and skeletons.  Often, Wojnarowicz just drifted, collecting images and 

scenes that he’d maybe transpose and work with later.   

 

89 Wojnarowicz’s journals have been digitized by the Fales Archive and can be found online at 
http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/fales/woj/dscaspace_ref11.html. The years in question are 1978-9. 
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There’s a collage, Untitled (Genet, after Brassai), 1979, from materials collected 

during his time in France that stands out as perhaps his first fully executed finished 

piece.90  Wojnarowicz sketched out the composition a few times, finally landing on 

placing Brassai’s famous black-and-white portrait of the writer and activist, neatly cut 

out, over the background of a WWI-era photograph of what remained of the interior of a 

bombed-out French church, soldiers taking shelter in the rubble.91  Wojnarowicz has 

canonized Genet with a halo in orange and red. Angels, also in color, pulled from a 

reproduction of an old master painting swoop into the scene from the left, while a 

soldier, the Marvel Comics character Sgt. Fury, pokes up from the bottom of the frame, 

jaw clenched and machine gun blazing.   In the upper right, completing a triangular 

composition of color swatches over a monochrome backdrop that pulls the viewer’s eye 

around the chaotic scene, an outsized painting of Christ hangs over the ruined altar, his 

head ringed with a crown of thorns.  If Genet is a saint, like the title of Sartre’s 1952 book 

on the author, Jesus has fallen from grace.92  Wojnarowicz added a hypodermic needle to 

the painting and a belt around the savior’s arm, the loose end of which is clenched in his 

teeth as his head turns upward to heaven.  It’s a piece about big themes like war and 

sorrow and transcendence, moving beyond the purely biographical mode that a lot of 

 

90 A black-and-white lithograph version dated to 1990 can be found at 
https://whitney.org/collection/works/16433.  
91 The original image can be found on Getty Images at https://media.gettyimages.com/photos/photograph-
of-american-soldiers-taking-shelter-at-a-makeshift-in-the-picture-id1034956398?s=2048x2048.  
92 The text in question is Jean Paul Sartre, Saint Genet, Actor and Martyr, first published in 1952. 
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his writing had taken to that point, connecting his own experience to larger themes, but 

also early evidence of the visual iconography Wojnarowicz will start developing to 

critically deconstruct the world around him, in the way he had so feverishly described in 

the letter to Pat. 

About a year after he set out for France, in the summer of 1979, Wojnarowicz 

moved back to New York and eventually into an apartment in a then-desolate Vinegar 

Hill, Brooklyn with friend, fellow artist, and former lover Brian Butterick.  He also 

resumed frequenting the derelict piers along the Hudson River, going as often to write, 

take photographs, or reflect as he did to cruise for sex.  Maybe it was only with the 

dislocation of living abroad that the familiar environment could come into view, or 

maybe it was just that Wojnarowicz had more fully developed his visual craft, but it’s 

after this return from Paris that he really starts using the urban landscape and the 

material environment as raw ingredients in his visual work, quite literally.  He made a 

series of stencils based in his emerging iconography—a house on fire, a figure falling 

over backward taken from a warning sign on the Paris metro, a crosshair, Sgt. Fury and 

his machine gun—which he used both for graffiti when he was out wandering, and for 

making images, sometimes on plain paper, but also on stuff he collected like trashcan 

lids and supermarket posters.   

And then there were the Rimbaud photographs, the ones that would become 

some of Wojnarowicz’s best-known work, a few of which he published in the SoHo News 



 

239 

in 1980, and in a magazine edited by Dennis Cooper called little Little Caesar, where they 

appeared alongside of one of Wojnarowicz’s monologues. But these were just a tiny 

selection of a huge project where the artist collected images he would come back to 

years later.93  For it, Wojnarowicz conscripted friends to pose in places around the city 

that he had haunted as a teenager—along a strip of adult theaters Time Square, at the 

Coney Island Boardwalk, in front of a piece of his graffiti on the piers reading “THE 

SILENCE OF MARCEL DUCHAMP IS OVERRATED”—each figure solo against the 

urban backdrop with its face obscured by a cardboard mask of the face of Rimbaud, 

made from a xeroxed photo of the author from the cover of Illuminations.94  One of the 

last times Wojnarowicz will directly reference Rimbaud in his work, the series is like an 

autobiographical homage, a working out of significance, placing his artistic and 

intellectual forbearer in the environments and situations Wojnarowicz himself had 

experienced his teenage years of rebellion, hustling, and impoverishment.95  Rimbaud on 

the subway. Rimbaud masturbating.  Rimbaud laid out on the tile floor of bathroom 

with a tiny pistol in his hand.  Rimbaud shooting up. One of these masks is still in 

Wojnarowicz’s archive.96  It appears he used the end of a lit cigarette to burn eye holes 

into its cardboard backing.  Not long after the Rimbaud series, Wojnarowicz met the 

 

93 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 134-5, 150-1, 155. 
94 The quote is from Joseph Beuys. 
95 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 133.  The biographical similarities between the artists’ lives do not end there.  
Wojnarowicz was born almost exactly 100 years after Rimbaud in 1954, and he, would die at 37. 
96 David Wojnarowicz, “Rimbaud Mask,” undated, David Wojnarowicz Papers, Series XI, Box XI.90. 
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esteemed photographer Peter Hujar.  Well-known for his graceful, penetrating, and 

masterfully printed portraits, Hujar was a notoriously difficult person who died in 

poverty in spite of being a genius photographer who took pictures of other brilliant 

creative people, Fran Lebowitz, Susan Sontag, John Ashbery, Charles Ludlam, Ethyl 

Eichelberger, many of whom were close friends.  He also befriended Wojnarowicz, 

encouraged his visual work, and taught him how to print photographs.  Hujar would 

become one of the most significant influences in the artist’s life.97  When Hujar died of 

AIDS in 1987, Wojnarowicz was with him in the hospital and took photographs of 

Hujar’s lifeless body: his face with half-open, vacant eyes, wasted into a skeleton from 

disease, his hands, his feet, 23 photographs in all.  “23 Photos of Peter, 23 genes in the 

chromosome, Room 1423.”98 23 was a number Wojnarowicz associated with the 

evolution of consciousness.  

But, back before all of this, before the sick, sad world got sicker and sadder, 

something was happening in the East Village at the turn of the 1980s, an emerging scene, 

full of young artists, who, like their SoHo predecessors from decades prior, were making 

boundary-breaking, transgressive art and founding counter-institutional and alternative 

spaces in the buildings made cheap, if also a bit dangerous, by the de-industrialization 

 

97 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 178-9, 191-3, 203-4.  See also, “Fran Lebowitz with Melissa Harris,” and Cynthia Carr, 
“David and Peter,” in Brush Fires in the Social Landscape. For a brief biography of Hujar see Peter Schjeldahl, 
“The Bohemian Rhapsody of Peter Hujar,” 
98 Carr, “David and Peter,” in Brush Fires in the Social Landscape, 73. 
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of capital and the city’s policies of “benign neglect.”99  For a few short years, before the 

redevelopment and the gentrification and the glass towers and the skyrocketing rents, 

the East Village and the Lower East Side would become the scene of a vibrant sub-

culture of storefront galleries, clubs, and underground music venues peopled by queers 

and punks, some art school grads and some not, lots of them transplants from places 

more suburban who had come to the city for exactly this.100   Wojnarowicz’s D.I.Y. 

graffiti aesthetics epitomize some of the best of the neo-expressionist end of this scene, 

and Wojnarowicz was a central participant in the early years.101  He started a band called 

3 Teens Kill 4 with Butterick and their friend Jesse Hultberg, all of them busboys at the 

legendary Danceteria club before it was raided too many times and the cops shut it 

down.  Wojnarowicz, with his commanding baritone did “vocals,” which often involved 

 

99 There have been several excellent cultural histories mapping the intersection of economic forces, real 
estate, and art spaces in New York City.  See especially, Sharon Zukin’s books Loft Living: Culture and Capital 
in Urban Change, and The Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places; Rosalyn Deutsche, Evictions: 
Art and Spatial Politics; Deutsche, “The Fine Art of Gentrification.”  For a first-hand account of the East 
Village Arts Scene see Peter McGough, I’ve Seen the Future and I’m not Going: The Art Scene and Downtown 
New York in the 1980s. For an overview of alternative and counter-cultural arts spaces in New York City see 
Lauren Rosati and Mary Anny Stanizewsi, eds., Alternative Histories: New York Art Spaces, 1960-2010. 
100 For a comprehensive post-mortem of the East Village art scene from the perspective of critics and 
participants see the October 1999 issue of Artforum International, which featured a special collection of 
writings on the East Village scene, called “The East Village 1979-1989.”  There are also two excellent 
dissertations on the topic.  See Elizabeth Seton Kirwin, It’s all True: Imagining New York’s East Village Art 
Scene of the 1980s (1999), and Heather Pamela Green, Space Invaders? Artists in the East Village, 1977-1983 
(2009). 
101 According to critic and former columnist at the Village Voice who wrote extensively on the East Village 
art scene as it was happening, there were two main camps in the visual production: neo-expressionists like 
Wojnarowicz and Rick Prol, who showed at galleries like Civilian Warfare, and neo-conceptualists, like 
Peter Nagy, Louise Lawler, Barbara Bloom, who showed at venues like Gallery Nature Morte and 303. See 
Gary Indiana article, “Crime and Midemeanors,” in the 1999 Artforum special issue.  This is most certainly a 
simplification of what was diverse field of visual, multimedia, and musical production as well as 
performance art, street art, and some of the first social practice, coming out of artist collectives like Group 
Material. 
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him playing random recorded sounds into the mic alongside whatever lyrics he’d 

written.  He was friends with Dean Savard who opened Civilian Warfare Studio with 

Alan Barrows in the East Village, where Wojnarowicz showed his work for several years 

until Savard’s heroin problem got so bad that he was stealing from the gallery and they 

could no longer consistently pay the artists.102 During this time, Wojnarowicz was also 

doing under-the-radar and anonymous “interventions,” targeted back at the art 

establishment, one that he thought could never really integrate work like his.103  For one 

of these, he went down to the meatpacking district and bought a bunch of cow bones, 

bits of meat still on them, and installed them down a back staircase at Leo Castelli 

Gallery on West Broadway in Soho, stenciling an empty plate, knife and fork on the wall 

above the scene, along with one of his signature burning houses.104  For an opening at 

P.S. 1 of a show he was considered for but never invited to, Wojnarowicz took a bag full 

of his “cock-a-bunnies”—cockroaches he would catch in his apartment and glue little 

bunny ears and fluffy white tails onto—and placed them around several parts of the 

 

102 It wasn’t entirely Savard’s drug problem that did the business in. Barrows and Savard had never 
managed the finances well, sometimes sold work on payment plans, and no one working at the gallery had 
ever had any business training. Wojnarowicz left Civilian in part because he wasn’t getting paid for the 
work he sold here. Still, it was open from 1982-1986 through the height of the scene. Carr, Fire in the Belly, 
266-8, 299, 344-5. 
103 Matthew Rose, “David Wojnarowicz: An Interview,” 63.  Wojnarowicz was, more than anything, anti-
commercial, and had trouble with his own success and the critical attention that came with it.  He often felt 
defeated because his work was misunderstood by most, but that it he did it because it was understood by 
some. For an account of Wojnarowicz’s difficult relationship with the art establishment see Carr, Fire in the 
Belly, 275-6, 330-1, 406-7. 
104 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 176-8. 
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show, even directly into some of the artwork.  He’d later put the P.S. 1 intervention on 

his resumé as an “action installation.”105 

In 1982, Wojnarowicz and his friend, the neo-conceptualist Mike Bidlo, started 

making work down at Pier 34 on the Hudson, re-re-purposing the abandoned post-

industrial warehouse-cum-cruising spot.106  They called it the Ward Line Pier Project and 

invited other artists to join them.  Wojnarowicz and Bidlo penned a sort of artist’s 

statement on the matter, declaring: 

In the Fall of 1982 we felt we needed to do something.  We had several 
possibilities.  One of them was to start off a show that would allow 
anyone the chance to explore any image in any material on any surface 
they chose.  This is something that no gallery would tolerate, nor be 
large enough to accommodate.  It would be a show that by its very 
nature would not be considered a show.  What we are weary of is the 
tendency in artists in building the show to be more interested in 
division and selection rather than anything resembling a sense of 
community … People who lived in this city for years said it was the 
first time they experience a fulfillment in terms of contact with the art 
scene and strangers. People shared supplies, energy, thoughts.  Given 
the surfaces to work with—crumbling walls of plaster, earth floors, 
metal walkways and hundreds of windowpanes—the work came out 
in rampages of raw energy.107 

 

105 Ibid., 217-8. 
106 Wojnarowicz, who knew the cruising grounds well, chose pier 34 for its size, and because it was actually 
pretty devoid of cruising during the day.  For a detailed account of Wojnarowicz’s activity on the piers and 
the artistic and sexual culture that took place there in the 1970s and early 1980s see Fiona Anderson, Cruising 
the Dead River: David Wojnarowicz and New York’s Ruined Waterfront, and Jonathan Weinberg, Pier Groups: Art 
and Sex Along the New York Waterfront.  See also, Carr, Fire in the Belly, 224-227. 
107 Wojnarowicz and Bidlo quoted in Carr, Fire in the Belly, 225-6.  The statement was penned on a slip of 
paper Wojnarowicz found in the abandoned building.  Carr believes Wojnarowicz was its primary author.  
A final version can be found in the David Wojnarowicz Papers, Fales Archive, Box 10, Folder 78B. 
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Later, Wojnarowicz would recall that the abandoned Warehouses at the piers attracted 

him as a place to make art because they felt, in their dereliction, like a primitive space.  

He referred to them as “caves.”108 Here, he was totally out of the confines of artist, 

gallery, museum, institutions and positions he’d never felt entirely comfortable with. 

Wojnarowicz liked that the work that took place there, like the sex, could be anonymous 

and ephemeral, that the crumbling environment made possible this kind of escape from 

the ordinary confines of artistic production and reception.109  At one point he brought a 

bag of grass seed and spread it among the dust and disintegrated plaster from the 

caved-in ceilings, sprouting a meadow in several of the crumbling rooms.  It was an 

industrial meadow, a paradoxical, but also expansive and inviting gesture.  As 

Wojnarowicz put it, you can’t sign a blade of grass.110      

Pier 34 was also raided by the police and sealed off several times by the city 

because of the pickup in activity there on account of the art which often commenced into 

partying.111  It was finally torn down in 1984.  There’s a great photo of this moment by 

photographer Andreas Sterzing, who spent the better part of the 1970s and 80s 

documenting the piers’ various cultures of art and sex.112  In it, the side of the glorious 

 

108 Barry Blinderman, “The Compression of Time: An Interview With David Wojnarowiz,” in David 
Wojnarowicz: Tongues of Flame, 54. 
109 Ibid., 54-55. 
110 Ibid. 56.  An image of Wojnarowicz and Bidlo in this room appears in Weinberg, Pier Groups, figure 74, 
158. 
111 Carr, 226-7. 
112 This is reproduced in Weinberg, Pier Groups, figure 48, 121. 
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19th century brick shipping warehouse is torn out to reveal a Wojnarowicz painting on 

an interior wall, one of his famous gagging cows (the cow for domestication, gagging on 

the pain of it). But by 1984, Wojnarowicz was no longer working at the piers.  That year, 

he’d have solo shows in New York City at Civilian Warfare and with an installation at 

Gracie Mansion, and abroad in Cologne and Buenos Aires.  And in 1985, his work was 

chosen for the Whitney Biennial.  Wojnarowicz also continued to travel, back to Paris 

and Europe; he drove all through the deserts of the Southwest, and to Mexico.  He’d 

made enough money to buy a Chevy Malibu, his first car, whose dashboard he’d fill 

with little figurines and collected trinkets.  Another imaginary landscape.  

Throughout, Wojnarowicz was still picking up found materials and creating 

sculptural installations from them, his way of working directly within and against the 

“pre-invented world,” but his visual iconography had filled out and matured.  

Wojnarowicz had homed in on a visual language: maps and globes, signaling the 

flattening illusion of the representational order, what people just accept without seeing 

for themselves; skulls and bones to indicate the inevitability of death and its disavowal; 

things on fire, houses and little mannequin boys and running figures, or weird comic-

book alien heads on fire with their eyes painted over, to gesture to the state of 

emergency everyone seemed to be so placidly and blindly living through. AIDS wasn’t 

yet taking his friends and a good part of this art scene but in a few years it would be.  

There were all the other fires, though, already raging: homophobia and senseless 
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violence, the proxy wars in Latin America being waged by the U.S., environmental 

destruction, poverty, a homelessness crisis in the city that would explode in the 

Tompkins Square Park riot a few years later, just outside Wojnarowicz’s door.113 

It was also what Wojnarowicz started doing with the collected stuff, how he was 

arranging, re-purposing it, pulling it apart and collaging it or reproducing it in dense 

and layered painted tableaux.  They had a big room of them at the 2018 Whitney 

retrospective, large enough so you could back up and really appreciate the scale.114  I 

think of these as connected to the work on the piers in exactly that way – the sense of 

scale, of creating a feeling of environment.  And the environment in this world is in also  

in ruins, with a chaos of iconography often rendered in comic-book like style, a series of 

panels narrating the history of its demise.  In History Keeps Me Awake at Night (for Rilo 

 

113 The Tomkins Square Park Riot took place in August of 1988 when the city parks department, under the 
direction of Mayor Koch, in response to community noise complaints, and in an effort to clear the park of 
squatters that had taken up residence there, imposed a 1 am curfew.  When protestors showed up to protect 
the encampments from being cleared out, they were met with excessive police violence.  Multiple reports 
indicated that police moved on protestors first, beating them with nightsticks and clearing crowds with 
officers on horseback. Protesters responded by throwing rocks and bottles. Over the two days of the clashes 
several people, including reporters, suffered injuries. At the time of the uprising the homelessness crisis and 
the aids crisis were raging across the city while gentrification was reshaping the East Village and the Lower 
East Side, with a new upper middle class of financiers, middle managers, and marketing executives moving 
into redeveloped buildings and apartments made vacant by people dying of AIDS.  Wojnarowicz himself 
was struggling to hold onto the apartment that Peter Hujar had turned over to him in his will.  The building 
owners wanted all of the residents out so they could redevelop the property into a multiplex theater.  Robert 
McFadden, “Park Curfew Protest Erupts into A Battle and 38 Are Injured,” New York Times, B3; Carr, Fire in 
the Belly, 396-7.  For a history of the gentrification of lower Manhattan that happened in lockstep with the 
AIDS crisis in the 1980s and early 1990s, and the consequent “cultural” gentrification of queer culture and 
queer politics see Sarah Schulman, Gentrification of the Mind: Witness to a Lost Imagination. 
114 This was gallery #5 of the exhibition.  A list of works in the room, an exhibition view, and an image of 
History Keeps Me Awake at Night (For Rilo Chmierlorz) can be found at https://whitney.org/exhibitions/david-
wojnarowicz?section=5&subsection=1#exhibition-artworks. It is reproduced in David Wojnarowicz: History 
Keeps Me Awake at Night, 202-3. 



 

247 

Chmielorz) (1986), Wojnarowicz has built up a background of found surfaces pasted onto 

masonite board: torn maps, grids of U.S. paper currency of different denominations, 

supermarket posters, an anatomy chart—dominant representational systems of the pre-

invented world.  On top of these he’s painted a scene that appears to be a kind of 

nightmare being had by the subject at the bottom of the image, a reclining figure 

rendered in a comic-book black outline over a collage of torn and pasted maps (an image 

that will appear repeatedly in Wojnarowicz work to signify the dream state).  The figure 

is separated from the rest of the panel by a swath of heavy black that traces the outline 

of the thought bubble above him, in which a man points a gun directly out of the scene 

at the viewer, surrounded by a montage of symbology.  Over his right shoulder an open 

hand gestures toward a faceless figure ensconced among bubbling beakers and holding 

a test tube.  The chemistry equipment connects to a series of pipes and inscrutable 

machinery Wojnarowicz likely pulled from some schematic, drawing the viewer’s eye 

across the top of the work to the right side of the image, where the pointing gun figure 

appears again, as a double, but painted in black silhouette with a giant hole in its center 

in which Wojnarowicz has rendered a landscape of brown hills and clouds peopled with 

a single green alien figure with a red oculus in the center of his forehead.  Over the 

second shooter’s shoulder is a carefully painted wolf corpse, in blue, curled in rigor 

mortis. The image is finished off by a pile of ruins in the lower right corner: a fallen 
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column painted over supermarket advertisements, a crumbling statue of an armless, 

headless figure riding a headless horse, and a big, red gear.   

Across the room is another one of these giant, mythological works, Earth, Wind, 

Fire, Water (1986), this time with the narrative more clearly spelled out.  Wojnarowicz 

would stick with the four elements theme in a number of his paintings in 1986-7, his 

telling of the continuity of the natural, the human, and the technical through a 

deconstruction of their separation in the symbolic order of language.115  In this one, 

completed in Cologne for a solo show at Galerie Anna Freibe in 1986, all of the elements 

appear together in one grand scene that tells the story of a fall, reading from left to right 

across the images.  Earth appears as a globe with a throbbing human brain with red 

veins poking through a gash in its crust. Wind is a cloud with an angry face and 

Wojnarowicz’s signature alien eyes. A red devil figure, representing fire but also the 

destructive force of European colonization in world history, looms in the center right of 

the scene over couple of houses on fire. Water is a snowman with a black top hat, carrot 

nose, and an incongruous charcoal smile.  All of this is panted over a backdrop of 

southwestern landscape of plateaus on blue sky that morphs across the image into 

flaming buildings and industrial rubble.  A Hopi Kachina doll, a figure meant to 

represent one of the many the spirit beings that control the four elements and aspects of 

the natural and social world, is broken scattered in pieces over the foreground.  Across 

 

115 These were shown together at Gracie Mansion in September and October of 1987.   
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the upper left of the image Wojnarowicz has drawn a rendering of evolution in his 

symbolic shorthand: eggs, tadpole, frog, monkey, machine, and finally, robot-alien, in 

dark outlines over cottony clouds and a bright blue sky. 

I’m fine picking favorites, and I think these are the best Wojnarowicz paintings: 

the ones he was making after 1985 until the end of his life, in a dialog with himself, his 

collected imagery, his developing cosmology, and the world.  You can tell he’s been 

finding objects and images on his travels, hanging onto them, rearranging them to 

iterate his series of deconstructive mythologies: the history of colonialism, 

industrialization, the violence of war, consumerism, the conquest of nature, the 

repression of desire.  All of this is told in a self-trained and comic-like but careful 

painterly style honed, I imagine, by Wojnarowicz sketching and painting from his 

collections over and over again, pulling from his sources, recombining them.  

Wojnarowicz told an interviewer once that his process was much like this.  To plan a big 

painting, he’d write down a list of ideas for the theme, and then, as he put it, “knock” all 

of these initial ideas down, pushing toward other associations, “their hidden meanings,” 

and then pare down again to a final set based on a process he describes as “emotionally” 

driven.116  The resultant paintings are full of charged symbols, arranged and built up 

into associative chains, all of which have specific personal connections for Wojnarowicz, 

to his memories or his dreams, but may have other, perhaps equally charged, meanings 

 

116 Matthew Rose, “David Wojnarowicz: An Interview,” 60. 
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for you or me, or someone else, which is how he wanted them to work, “like […] 

magnet[s] that can attract others with a similar frame of reference.”  “[T]hus each public 

disclosure of a fragment of private reality,” as Wojnarowicz put it, “serves as a 

dismantling tool against the illusion of a ONE-TRIBE NATION; it lifts the curtain for a 

brief peek and reveals the probable existence of literally millions of tribes.”117 

Wojnarowicz was thus a connoisseur of folklore and mythology.  He read Joseph 

Campbell and Thomas Bulfinch, and collected texts on Native American folklore and 

art.  He sought to excavate the spiritual from within a nation that he saw as full of 

organized religion and repressive moralism, but spiritually dead.  Animals were an 

important touchstone in this, both because Wojnarowicz felt deep attachment to living 

things of all shapes and sizes, but also because he saw how they still served as 

metaphorical figures in popular culture and pointed to the forgotten continuity of 

humans with the natural world.118  “We give animals stature in our cartoons or in our 

toys […] we deal with evil and good as mythic images.”  Think of Wiley E. Coyote, the 

American cartoon appropriation of the Native American trickster, in an endless lone-

wolf battle to tame the forces of nature or at least get himself some dinner by finally 

(though never) capturing the Road Runner.  “Popular culture, as Wojnarowicz put it, 

 

117 Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 121. 
118 For a first-hand account of Wojnarowicz’s interest in nature and his animal photography see Tom 
Rauffenbart’s essay in Brush Fires in the Social Landscape, 135-7. 
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“still carries the most spiritual reverberation.”119  So, Wojnarowicz invented a symbolic 

menagerie: ants as an analogy to human social organization, and to represent its 

violence. Ants, too, have hierarchies, wars, and slaves; but they also serve as marvels of 

the ingenuity of nature.  Tadpoles, frogs, sperm and watery things representing life and 

evolution, as well as sexuality, ejaculate, the fluidity and queerness of his own desire. 

Dung beetles for the hidden and essential labor of all of the unconsidered natural things, 

on which our own lives depend. Snake eating a frog: nature is also violent and 

unforgiving, life is always haunted by the specter of death.   

Alongside images of nature were the images of its destruction and exploitation.  

Trains, gears, ruined factories, for the perils of technology and industrialization, and the 

train specifically for the force of westward expansion, a symbol of manifest destiny.  

Money—as coins or bills—stands for capitalism, the quantification and monetization of 

all value. Crumbling monuments point to cultural decadence and the inevitability of 

ruin and decay. The boxy, iconic house, often appearing engulfed in flames, is about the 

hidden and unspoken violence of contemporary American domesticity, as he 

experienced directly in his own traumatic childhood.  Sometimes, when the house is not 

on fire, it can stand for safety and privacy.  Wojnarowicz’s iconography is unsubtle, but 

nonetheless complex for the way in which he mixes personal history and private 

allusion into work with transhistorical themes. 

 

119 Wojnarowicz quoted in Lucy Lippard, “Passenger on the Shadows,” 29. 
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After AIDS took his best friend Peter Hujar, on Thanksgiving Day, 1987, and 

Wojnarowicz himself was diagnosed in early 1988, his mythopoeia only got more 

personal, his own illness and that of his friends reflecting back larger social ills.  “When 

was told that I’d contracted this virus,” Wojnarowicz wrote, “It didn’t take me long to 

realize I’d contracted a diseased society as well.”120 Not long after Hujar died, 

Wojnarowicz took a trip to Washington, D.C.  While there, he visited the Natural 

History Museum and came across a diorama depicting purported hunting ceremonies of 

Western Native Americans, where multiple tribes would team up to run herds of buffalo 

off cliffs.  Always with camera in hand to capture the things in the world that drew him, 

Wojnarowicz photographed the scene, zooming in close, right on the point of the buffalo 

tumbling over the edge of the cliff.  Wojnarowicz rarely displayed images on their 

own—he never really thought of himself as a photographer.121  The camera was more a 

way to grab things out of the world that he would juxtapose with other things, in order 

to put together long chains of meaning.  But the buffalo picture, Untitled (Buffaloes), 1988-

9, stands on its own.122  He even took the negative to have it professionally printed at a 

larger scale, because the equipment in the darkroom Hujar had built in the loft limited 

his size.  In it, the buffalo are close cropped, so we can only see the moment right as a 

 

120 Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 113. 
121 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 405. 
122 The band U2 ended up using the image on the cover for their single for the song “One” in 1989.  All of the 
royalties went to AIDS research. It also became the cover image for Wojnarowicz’s book, Close to the Knives. 
Carr, 558, 560. 



 

253 

few of them tumble, end-over-end over the rock face.  The depth of field is so shallow 

that most of the rest of the image, the modeled faux-rocks and the painted scene of the 

mountain valley at the back of the diorama is a blurry haze.  This makes the buffalo in 

focus stand out with such clarity that for a second they feel real, and not forever frozen 

in time; you forget that you’re also feeling the scalar shift of the diorama.  Wojnarowicz 

used to facetiously tell people he was able to scare the buffalo over the edge with 

firecrackers and positioned himself just so to catch the moment of their fall.123  Mind you 

almost all of the North American Bison—there had been an estimated 25-30 million in 

the 16th century—were wiped out by the end of the 19th century by white settlers, who 

took only their hides and tongues and left the rest of the carcass to rot.124  In 

Wojnarowicz’s photograph, you can see that a dead fly has settled on the faux rocks. 

Wojnarowicz said once he thought of the image as a metaphor for a phrase he 

used, “In the Shadow of Forward Motion,” (often shortened in his notes to ITSOFOMO), 

which was both the name of his 1989 show at P.P.O.W., a collection of his complex 

paintings and photo series works, as well as the title of a live performance piece he 

produced at the Kitchen in New York in 1989 and toured for the next couple of years, 

featuring four video monitors and a projection screen on which Wojnarowicz displayed 

a series of still and moving images, with live sampling and soundtracks by composer-

 

123 Matthew Rose, “David Wojnarowicz: An Interview,” 63. 
124 Scott Taylor, “Buffalo Hunt: International Trade and the Virtual Extinction of the North American Bison,” 
3162-3195. 
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musician Ben Neill, and Wojnarowicz himself in a wolf mask of his own creation, 

performing readings from some of his texts.125  “ITSOFOMO” was meant to capture 

what Wojnarowicz called his “sense of impending collision contained in this acceleration 

of speed within the structures of civilization.”126  But I also think of the buffalo as a more 

specific metaphor, the analogizing of that past period of extinction to the present one, 

human society displaying the same general carelessness for the significance of life in its 

myriad forms. Thus, as went the Buffalo and the Native Americans that hunted them, so 

went the queers and the people with AIDS and the rest of discardable nature, over the 

edge of the cliff. 

Magic Box 

I’ve come to the archive because it contains the raw materials for the visual 

language Wojnarowicz invented in painting and installation and film, the bricks from 

which he constructed his worlds.  Here they are, all the images he collected as words or 

phrases to write his anti-mythology, in the folders full of negatives and contact sheets, 

scattered in the library with its atlases and natural histories and books of native 

American culture and art, in the audio recordings of jackhammers and car crashes and 

something called the “Mexico soundtrack,” or among the myriad dolls and toy cars and 

figurines in Series XIII: Objects and Artifacts.   
 

125 Ibid., 462. 
126 In the Shadow of Forward Motion opened at P.P.O.W. in February of 1989.  The philosopher Felix Guattari, 
who was friends with Wojnarowicz’s close friend Marion Schemama, wrote the introduction for the catalog. 
Carr, Fire in the Belly, 405-6, 412-3.   
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Among Wojnarowicz’s amassed realia, the Magic Box is exceptional, a collection-

within-a-collection in the Wojnarowicz Papers, intentionally curated and set apart by the 

artist himself.  I’ve been wanting to look through it since I first learned about its 

existence from the memoirist Olivia Laing, whose own extensive research in 

Wojnarowicz’s archives, which she recounts in The Lonely City and other shorter works, 

has been an important guide as I have conducted my own.  Like Laing, my affection for 

Wojnarowicz borders on the personal, a kind of kinship in outsider-ness, but I also share 

with the artist an aesthetic sensibility for collage.  I see his use of the camera as a 

collection device; the hordes of imagery spread across his negatives, books, journals, 

objects and trinkets; his ad hoc categorization and organization of these collections by 

subject matter, writing notes in on his folders of contact sheets like, “armed beetles,” 

“dog wearing coat,” “beluga whales,” “ground after fire”, “mummy, waterfall, electric 

chair drawing,” “clown head, lightening, snake head in a jar”; and the lists, and chains 

of associations in his notebooks, as all significant parts of the artistic process.127   

In a way, Wojnarowicz continued use of the collage format, whether he was 

painting, making a film, producing a performance, working on paper, or working 

directly on the world, was a way of intervening directly into the ways of seeing and 

constructed histories that people took for granted, exposing and re-ordering the given 

 

127 Many of Wojnarowicz’s contact sheets and his notes on their contents have been digitized.  The words 
and phrases in this sentence are taken directly from these.  They can be accessed in the online Finding Aid 
for the David Wojnarowicz Papers, under Series IX: Photography, Subseries A[1]-A[15], 
http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/fales/woj/dscaspace_ref998.html.  
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and confining logics of the pre-invented world with its own materials.  Collage, for 

Wojnarowicz has the same potential that Allan Kaprow sees in it, as a “total art,” a 

movement beyond the traditions of painting, “without, however, eliminating the use of 

paint.”128  A generation and a half earlier, the movement beyond painting had taken 

Kaprow out of what he elsewhere referred to as the “rectangular thought patterns” of 

the “rectangular gallery” altogether, and he invented the performative space of the 

Happening, a form in which he orchestrated materials, sounds, odors, spaces, common 

objects, and participants in ways that “approximated the spectacle of everyday modern 

life.”129  The spectacle of life that Wojnarowicz grew up in was centered, in a way much 

more than Kaprow’s had been, around the screen, television, the news broadcast, the 

Sunday morning cartoon, the mass media of tabloids and full-color glossy magazines, 

the urban landscape and its iconography of consumption, the books he escaped into; 

and all of these media, like the camera, Wojnarowicz understood as extensions of human 

knowledge and sense.  Thus, Wojnarowicz makes a move back into representation, but 

from a totally different relation to image and experience. In a world wholly constructed 

of images, collage, for Wojnarowicz, was a way of working directly with the experience 

of the world itself, the way it is made through representation.130 In his work he aimed to 

 

128 Allan Kaprow, “Notes on the Creation of a Total Art, (1958),” Jeff Kelley, ed., Essays on the Blurring of Art 
and Life, 10. 
129 Allan Kaprow, “The Shape of the Art Environment, (1968),” ibid., 92; Jeff Kelley, “Introduction,” ibid., xii. 
130 “For me,” says Wojnarowicz, “photography is a tool to manipulate things in the world.  You’re collecting 
evidence.  A photograph is a collage of reality.  What do we experience? Nothing but collages.  Our body 
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re-invent this world of the given and pre-invented order so as to make it “a little less 

hostile,” for him, and anyone else living in the prison-house of difference.131  “History is 

made and presented by and for particular classes of people,” David said, “A camera in 

some hands can preserve an alternative version of history.”132 

In this way, the Magic Box is like a kind of decoder ring, containing, perhaps, a 

selection of the most charged and precious samples of the raw materials for 

Wojnarowicz’s work, his alternative versions of history and myth.  In this spirit, Olivia 

Laing calls the Box an “occult counter-history of America, packed with the ritual objects 

of its rival tribes.”133  Its contents read like a more curated version of the rest of the 

random stuff listed in the Finding Aid for the Wojnarowicz Papers under Series XIII, 

Objects and Artifacts.  There’s a red cowboy figurine; a plastic grasshopper; a number of 

stones and crystals; a broken toy watch with jaunty red face and a green felt strap; 

tweezers; a box of razor blades, a tiny metal toy train; an envelope of foreign currency 

(mostly Argentina pesos); more pocketknives; a crucifix; a set of plastic insects—spiders, 

earwigs, beetles—still ensconced in their original packaging; a glittery, plump snowman 

 

 

just intuitively picks out layers of things and pulls them together.” So, he saw the camera as a way of 
documenting this affective pull of the real. “Sylvere Lotringer/David Wojnarowicz: Interview,” in Giancarlo 
Ambrosino, ed. David Wojnarowicz: A Definitive History of Five or Six Years on the Lower East Side, 163. 
131 Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 121. When asked by Nan Goldin what Wojnarowicz wanted his work to 
do he said, “I want to make somebody else feel less alienated—that’s the most meaningful thing to me.” 
“Nan Goldin With David Wojnarowicz,” in David Wojnarowicz, Brush Fires in the Social Landscape, 160. 
132 David Wojnarowicz quoted in Lucy Lippard, “Passenger on the Shadows,” in Wojnarowicz, Brush Fires in 
the Social Landscape, 16. 
133 Olivia Laing, “The Magic Box,” https://granta.com/the-magic-box/.  
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figure with carrot nose, a red striped scarf, and a black top hat, its mittens and boots 

forever frozen in a full trot; dried flowers and shells in an empty cassette case.  There are 

about eighty items in total, some of them sorted by Wojnarowicz into their own sub-

collections for reasons seemingly obvious, or not at all so: one bag is filled with bracelet 

charms; another one is just tiny gold figurines with the body of a person and the head of 

a bull; there is a box with a postcard, a joker card, and more rocks, beads and coins; yet 

another bag full of rocks, but these are all polished to a shine and come in various 

shades of brown. 

I take each item out and study it for a minute, feeling the weights of these things 

in my hands.  They’re still redolent with stale cigarettes and incense and dust. Then, I 

lay each one down on the gray foam padding the library has provided and take pictures 

on my phone at several angles, trying, and often failing, to get my shadow out of the 

frame under the harsh fluorescent lights.  “A camera in hand can create a rich historical 

record of our bodies, our lives, and the environment our bodies move about in that 

contests the historical record formed and implemented by the rich white owners of mass 

media,” Wojnarowicz said, 

A camera in hand can create a socially divine moment in late twentieth 
century style and methods of telecommunication.  A camera in hand 
can produce images of authenticity that break down the walls of state-
sanctioned ignorance in the forms of mass media/mass hypnosis and 
stir people to do what is considered taboo and that is to speak.134  

 

134 Wojnarowicz, Brush Fires in the Social Landscape, 53. 
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And so, camera in hand, I re-possess this stuff, which spends most of its time now 

entombed, boxed up on a shelf somewhere in the basement of this giant institution, so I 

can use it in my own work, re-signifying the loaded items into new visual statements, 

making them alive again.135  

There are several items in the Box recognizable from Wojnarowicz’s own oeuvre. 

The crucifix looks like the same one that appears in Untitled (Spirituality) of the Ant Series 

photographs (1988-9), shot up close and cropped, and fittingly covered in ants.  

Wojnarowicz brought the crucifix and a bunch of other small objects (a toy gun, coins, a 

plastic soldier figurine, a pornographic photo of a naked man sitting on a bathtub) with 

him to Teotihuacán, Mexico in 1986, where he laid them in the dirt to film and 

photograph the objects ensconced in earth with fire ants crawling all over them. 

Organized religion and the church served for Wojnarowicz as symbols of oppression 

and exclusion, but the crucified Jesus with arms splayed and head turned in agony 

could also signal, as the image of Saint Sebastian had in another work, the very public 

suffering of Wojnarowicz and other People With AIDS, persecuted on account of their 

difference, and left, by the rest of organized society, to die.136 

 

135 You can find images of some of Wojnarowicz’s crystals as well as the tiny gold bull figurines in the 
collages I produced for a 2019 collaboration with Sinan Goknur, QueerXScape, which was shown at Duke’s 
Rubenstein Arts Center in September of 2019. https://artscenter.duke.edu/event/queerxscape/.  
136 The crucifix appears in several paintings, collages, and photo series including Spirituality (For Paul Thek), 
1988-9; Untiled (Spirituality) from the Ant Series, 1988-9; Mexican Crucifix, 1986; and Why the Church 
Can’t/Won’t Be Separated from the State, 1991.  The Saint Sebastian piece is called Bad Moon Rising, 1989, a 
collage in which Wojnarowicz reflects directly on his diagnosis.  On a background of American money, 
Wojnarowicz placed small black-and-white photo insets at each corner: a house, a house exploded, two men 
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Other things in the Box are more opaque, possessing private significance I can 

only speculate on because of how familiar I’ve become with Wojnarowicz’s incredibly 

well-documented life.  Partway through the horde, for example, as I’m pulling out bags 

of charms and little figurines, I come across something that looks like garbage: a 

triangular chunk of broken cement, about the size of a softball, one side of it covered in 

light blue paint.  The other rocks that Wojnarowicz stored in the box are pretty, the kind 

of thing you’d find on a beach and put in your pocket for its aesthetics or because its 

surface had been worn smooth by wind and water, making it pleasing to hold in the 

hand.  Or they are crystals, like rose quartz and amethyst, the common significance of 

which I can google. (Amethyst is for protection from drunkenness, and rose quartz 

supports relational harmony).  By contrast the cement chunk is decidedly mute, unless it 

is what I imagine it to be, maybe the last remaining piece of the 34th street pier where, in 

the early 1980s, Wojnarowicz painted the cartoon cow gagging in one of the abandoned 

 

 

having sex, and another image of three men having sex but printed in negative.  In the center of the canvas, 
he painted the torso and legs of Saint Sebastian, pierced by arrows, with a tree growing out of his body.  
When the sex insets were taken out of context by the American Family Association, blown up, and used in a 
mailing attacking the NEA, Wojnarowicz sued the AFA.  In providing a larger context for the work told the 
court, “I took that image [of Saint Sebastian] to show the wounding nature of the disease.  I painted all this 
on top of U.S. currency to show several of the economic aspects of the epidemic: the fact that I don’t have 
health care insurance and basically have to rely on my work or the sale of my works to take care of myself.”  
See, “Direct Testimony of David Wojnarowicz (Plaintiff) Against the American Family Association…” 
reproduced in Brush Fires in the Social Landscape, 46. 
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offices upstairs, in bold lines of black and white with its dead eyes and red tongue 

sticking out, across one long wall of crumbling plaster with faded blue paint.137 

Looking through the Magic Box I am reminded that I have always been attracted 

to art that comes in the box form, which I think of as a sub-genre of collage and more 

interesting for it, a projection of montage into the third dimension and therefore into the 

real, but then contained.  The vitrine.  A world-within-a-world.  Some of my first 

memories of art-in-person of art in this form, in a particular room of the modern and 

contemporary collection at the Art Institute of Chicago where they displayed their 

extensive collection of boxes built by Joseph Cornell, a shy and reclusive artist associated 

with the Surrealist movement who spent the better part of his adult life caring for his 

mother and brother and making art in his basement studio at their home in Utopia 

Parkway, Queens.138  Like Wojnarowicz, Cornell was self-taught and collected everyday 

things like stones, thimbles, shells, feathers, marbles, dice, assorted hardwares, 

driftwood, and all kinds of images (he had a thing for celestial and terrestrial maps), 

which he collaged into tiny tableaus of a distinctly personal size that fall somewhere 

between readymades, visual poems, and Victorian parlour games.  He thought of them 

as surrealist toys.139  They certainly call for a kind of interactivity and play, even from 

 

137 A color reproduction of a photograph of this mural by Andreas Sterzing from 1983 can be found in 
Weinberg, Pier Groups, fig. 75, 159. 
138 For a comprehensive biography of Cornell see Deborah Solomon, Utopia Parkway: The Life and Work of 
Joseph Cornell. 
139 Solomon, Utopia Parkway, 82-84. 
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behind their glass, and I spent hours with them as a kid, imagining manipulating their 

tiny parts, pulling strings and slotting marbles into holes and opening miniature doors 

to see what lay behind.   

 But the Magic Box isn’t art.  Or if it is, it is not a finished work.  Rather, its 

existence speaks to the parts of Wojnarowicz’s process that fall somewhere in between 

making art and living life, and the fact that for him, in order to make the world 

hospitable to live in, these needed to be more or less the same thing.  “When I was a 

kid,” Wojnarowicz recounted in his book, Close to the Knives:140 

I discovered that making an object, whether it was a drawing or a 
story, meant making something that spoke even if I was silent.  As an 
adult, I realize if I make something and leave it in public for any 
period of time, I can create an environment where that object or 
writing acts as a magnet and draws others with a similar frame of 
reference out of silence or invisibility. Or that object or piece of writing 
can give me comfort as well as others.  To place an object or writing 
that contains what is invisible because of legislation or social taboo 
into an environment outside myself makes me feel not so alone; it 
keeps me company by virtue of its existence.141 

As objects selected out of the world for their affective pull, the items in the Magic Box 

speak to Wojnarowicz.  They keep him company.  Foucault was not able to finish his 

project on the genealogy of ethics enough to clearly delineate what an “aesthetics of 

existence” in the modern moment might look like, but I imagine it as something like 

what Wojnarowicz is doing with all of these things, working on them, through his own 

 

140 Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 156. 
141 Ibid. 
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curiosity and attachment, to make his life into a work of art.  They are evidence of part 

of the artistic process as a practice of self-work and self-care.   

Perhaps, then, the Box belongs to an older tradition of aesthetic curation, like the 

Wunderkammern, or wonder-cabinets, of late Renaissance Europe, collections of worldly 

knowledge—natural marvels, works of art, and ingenious inventions—objects of 

learning and amusement for their curators that were also put out on display for the 

interested.142  “Cabinet” in the name refers probably to something more on the scale of a 

room, but analogous to the box as a contained space that serves as a microcosmic 

representation of a larger order. Wunderkammern were early 16th and 17th century 

templates for what we know now as the museum of natural history in its modern 

form.143  Popular around the time that Europe was “discovering” the New World, these 

collections of marvels often contained artifacts delivered back to the continent from the 

Far East, Africa, and the Americas meant to spark curiosity or amazement.  They also 

come from a historical period in which human culture and the natural environment 

were not so ontologically separate, the boundary between art and nature was more 

fluid, and both were considered the product of either human or natural design.144  

 

142 On the history of wonder-cabinets see Lawrence Weschler, Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet of Wonder, and R.J.W. 
Evans and Alexander Marr, Curiosity and Wonder from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment. 
143 Ibid., 93.  Weschler notes that Francis Bacon referred to the wonder-cabinet as an essential device for 
personal learning, calling it, “a small compass model of the universal made private” (114-5). 
144 On wonder collections and fluid and shifting boundary between art and nature in Early Modern 
European culture see Lorraine Daston, “Nature by Design,” in Caroline A. Jones and Peter Galison, eds., 
Picturing Science, Producing Art, 232-250. 
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Cabinets often contained objects purportedly man-made that were clearly natural in 

origin like stones or fossils, but had made curious or unique by some unknown process 

of environmental wear and tear; there were also objects that would appear obviously 

artificial and hand-made to modern eyes, taken, at the time, as “natural wonders.”  

“Wonder,” in the presence of this stuff—unknown flora and fauna, relics, or evidence of 

entirely alien customs, culture, and dress—was, according to Stephen Greenblatt, a 

“decisive emotional and intellectual experience in the presence of radical difference.”145  

It is the feeling of being presented with something that totally upends the known order, 

and yet, here it is. 

What a comforting thought it might be, the possibility of another order, with 

different values and logics of sense, when you feel that the one you’re living allows little 

or no room for your existence.   If anything, this is the kind of collection Wojnarowicz’s 

Magic Box most closely resembles.  The most appropriate sensibility to have here is 

wonder. 

You See I Am Here 

And really, no matter how public the art, the speech act, no matter how many 
people are gathered around the table, aren’t we at our core just speaking to one 

person?146 

 

 

145 Greenblatt Quoted in Weschler, 118. 
146 T. Fleischmann, Time is the Thing a Body Moves Through: An Essay, 35. 
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31st of March 2018.  I’ve come to New York to celebrate Passover with Claudia Levy, 

whose SoHo apartment I will be house-sitting over the summer while I work at Fales.  

There’s a late season snowfall being churned by car tires into cold gray slush outside on 

West Broadway, but one floor up, in the former-cardboard-factory-turned-artists’ loft, it 

is all warm oranges and reds from the candles reflecting from the giant gilt mirror on the 

wall off the crystal chandelier over the dining table, and the room is filled with a 

buoyant cacophony of wine-lubricated conversation.  The Levy’s extended family and 

collected kin (I am close friends with daughter, Maya, and number among the latter) are 

spread out over three tables of variable structural integrity pushed together and dressed 

in tablecloths. My companions are an age-diverse crowd of arty, thoughtful, kind 

people, mostly not-Jewish, happy for the excuse to enjoy one another’s company.  We’ve 

just started the Haggadah, the ancient story read aloud at a seder—a word that literally 

translates to order—that orchestrates the course of the meal.  It is a nonlinear retelling, 

through songs and culinary metaphors, of the Jewish people’s liberation after hundreds 

of years of Egyptian enslavement by way of an unlikely bastard son (who is barely 

mentioned) and the needful intervention of a series of gradually intensifying divine 

plagues. The foods you eat over the course of the meal replay the highlights of the story: 

a mild green vegetable dipped in saltwater representing the tears shed by the Jewish 

people throughout so many years of enslavement, bitter herbs for the bitterness of that 

memory, and dry, unleavened bread because there wasn’t time to let it rise before 
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getting out.  This makes for an embodied experience of tastes and textures.  It is a ritual 

performance that really spells out the work of ritual as a material reenactment and 

reproduction of collective memory. It also conveniently includes four glasses of wine.  

We are now loose having drunk them, on the last song of the Seder in which we 

conclude the meal by saying “next year in Jerusalem!” to acknowledge the fact that 

Jerusalem (or for us whatever kind of belonging and justice Jerusalem may represent) is 

not-yet-here, and though the Jews made it out of Egypt we still live in a broken world. 

I’m also here to catch the Zoe Leonard: Survey at the Whitney, a retrospective of 

the artist’s work from the late 1980s to the present, including photography, sculpture, 

and installation. If Leonard’s approach to all of these media could be summed up as one 

kind of activity it would be “collecting,” and her conceptually-inflected photography is 

archival in a way that seems relevant to thinking about the history of maintenance and 

development in New York City.   Leonard spent the end of the 1990s through the first 

several years of the new millennium photographing the mom & pop storefronts around 

where she lived in lower Manhattan and later Brooklyn—butcher shops, electronics 

stores, TV repair stores, bodegas, drugstores, clothing stores—that were disappearing 

under the twinned forces of globalization and gentrification.   

It's a period that overlaps my move to the area in September 2001, first to go to 

college at Sarah Lawrence in Yonkers—just a short MTA ride up the Hudson line from 
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Grand Central—then permanently in 2005.147  Analogue reminds me of the walks I used 

to take around the same parts of the city pretty religiously on weekends starting at that 

time, taking in the visual cacophony of urban density, looking for storefronts and 

windows like the ones Leonard tends to notice, where minor histories and quotidian 

archives become legible in the more or less considered display of objects and wares.  

Mexican bakeries, discount stores, junk shops, fabric, wigs, shrines.  Dusty things.  

Objects of desire and patterns of consumption foreign to my own, and more engaging 

for it.  

But even as a newcomer I recognized something in flux: the encroachment of a 

corporatist aesthetics of clean lines and bright lights and neat, uncrowded shelves; the 

erection of massive glass towers; the new national chain stores opening in their ground 

floors. There were two Starbucks, a GAP and a Walmart within a block of where I got off 

the 6 train at Astor Place to walk into the East Village—weird, severed appendages of 

 

147 Sarah Lawrence College is located within the city limits of Yonkers, NY, but maintains a P.O. Box in the 
wealthy sleeper suburb of Bronxville.  And yes, having my first week of college coincide with a terrorist 
attack that took place just forty miles to the South was a bit weird.  Amateur urban historian and New York 
City blogger Jeremiah Moss argues that 2001 and the 9/11 terrorist attacks in particular actually mark a 
turning point in the city’s shift from a steady path of gentrification to an inflated pattern of “hyper-
gentrification” during Mayor Bloomberg’s three terms (2002-2013).  Giuliani was New York’s mayor in the 
years leading up to the attacks, and there were signs the city was moving leftward after years of “broken 
windows” policing and developer-friendly policies under Giuliani.  After 9/11, Giuliani backed Michael 
Bloomberg as his successor, a billionaire investment banker turned politician who switched to the 
Republican party to run.  Over the course of his twelve-year tenure in City Hall—City Council voted in 2008 
to extend the term limits to allow for a third mayoral term—the Bloomberg administration would go on to 
rezone over one hundred New York City neighborhoods, amounting to 40 percent of the city, and removing 
some of the last remnants of industrial and manufacturing zoning and labelling whole vibrant, working-
class areas “dull” and in need of “revitalization,” to justify policies promoting upscale residential and 
commercial investment. Moss, Vanishing New York, 7-8, 159-61, 296-7. 
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the suburban strip malls I had left back in the Chicago-land-area—though the makeshift 

marketplace where you could buy incense and pirated DVDs and used books arrayed on 

folding tables and blankets that stretched from the southbound station entrance east 

along St. Mark’s Place was still there.  So was the St. Mark’s Bookshop where you could 

purchase underground zines, self-published poetry, expensive art monographs, and the 

latest critical theory texts (in French and English). The legendary New York Central Art 

Supply was just up Third Avenue, a dark, cramped, multi-story affair with skinny aisles 

packed almost to the ceiling with pens and conte crayons and sketchbooks and paints 

and printmaking supplies.  The people who worked there, mostly artists, actually knew 

their stuff.  There was always a specialist in the paper department who could tell you 

how the various papers they had in stock would react to different glues and paints and 

inks.  The paper department at Central Art is where Wojnarowicz met Dean Savard, 

who gave away supplies at deeply discounted rates to people he liked.  Savard would 

go on to open Civilian Warfare Studio out of his storefront apartment at 526 East 

Eleventh street just north of Tompkins Square Park in May of 1982, one of the first 

underground galleries in the East Village, and one of the first places Wojnarowicz 

showed his visual work.148  Both the Bookshop and New York Central both closed in 

2016.149  The first time I wandered down there in 2001, however, the 21-story glass condo 

 

148 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 213-5. 
149 The family-owned New York Central Art Supply closed in 2016 after the building it was in was sold.  The 
shop had been open on Third Avenue for 111 years and was a favorite among New York City artists. Zoe 
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tower of multi-million-dollar lofts built by starchitect Charles Gwathmey, which has 

been referred to by at least one critic as the “green monster,” and that would one day 

come to tower over the whole scene, was still a few years off.150 

Leonard’s Analogue (1998-2009) provides an archive of a period of spatial and 

demographic shift in the city from the specific vantage point of someone living through 

it and noticing the singularities being erased in their daily environment: shop signs with 

hand-painted images of detergent and soap, products piled and stacked in storefront 

windows, places with evocative names like “True Desires for Beauty” spelled out on 

those standard stick-on letters you get at the hardware store.151  A lot of the storefronts 

Leonard photographs are already shuttered.  Some signs bear only the ghosts of 

lettering.  And the New York City images are only part of a larger set, in which Leonard 

traced the global rag trade out from the city’s ports to Uganda, Mexico, Poland, Cuba.  

Leonard displays these in groups, or “chapters” arranged in grids curated by theme: one 

where the store fronts are all shuttered, another that are just out-of-business film 

developers, another one with windows full of arrayed and stacked products.  It both 

 

 

Rosenberg, “Village’s New York Central Art Supply Will Shutter After 111 Years,” Curbed.com, 
https://ny.curbed.com/2016/7/11/12153654/new-york-central-art-supply-closing-nyc. Financial problems and 
rising rent closed St. Mark’s in 2016. Ada Calhoun, “What Went Wrong at St. Mark’s Bookshop,” 
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/what-went-wrong-at-st-marks-bookshop. 
150 Gwamthey’s Astor Place Tower was completed in 2005. Moss, Vanishing New York, 22-23; Paul 
Goldberger, “Green Monster: A startling addition to Astor Place,” 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2005/05/02/green-monster.  
151 Ann Cvetkovich calls Analogue an “archive of feelings” for this disappearing past. Cvetkovich, 
“Photographing Objects,” 275.  
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focuses the viewer in on the particularities and gives the sense of a larger scale, an over-

all pattern of circulation and change mapped out over the whole. 

Leonard was also a friend of Wojnarowicz’s.  The two met in the late 1970s 

working at Danceteria, the famed early 80s nightclub, in its original location on 37th 

Street between 7th and 8th Avenues.152  They had a bit in common.  At the time, Leonard, 

like Wojnarowicz, was a struggling artist about to emerge with the East Village scene, as 

were many in the club’s employ.  Slightly younger, she had also chosen the city as a 

place to pursue art—by the late eighties she’d be gaining growing critical repute for her 

conceptually-inflected photographs of landscapes and oceans—and to trace an 

alternative path in life.153  She had also not finished high school, was also gay and on her 

way to identifying as queer.154 Leonard became active in ACT-UP in the late 1980s, 

around the time Wojnarowicz did, and they briefly formed an affinity group called The 

Candelabras to make protest costumes and props for the October 1988 action at FDA 

headquarters in Maryland, the one for which they constructed papier-mâché tombstones 

with pithy phrases incriminating the government for all the deaths, the one for which 

Wojnarowicz made the “DROP MY BODY ON THE STEPS OF THE F.D.A.” jacket, the 

one that finally—seven full years after the CDC’s Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 

reported on five men, all “active homosexuals,” in the LA area with rare pneumocystis 

 

152 Carr, 158. 
153 Carr, 159. 
154 Sarah Schulman, “#106: Zoe Leonard,” ACT UP Oral History Project, 13 January 2010, 12. 
http://www.actuporalhistory.org/interviews/images/leonard.pdf; Carr, 174-5. 
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pneumonia—pushed the FDA and NIH directors to listen to activists’ demands about 

drugs and trials and treatment, and to meaningfully involve people with AIDS in the 

institutions’ fight to save their own lives.155 

Though on the surface their aesthetics are quite different—Leonard’s work is 

routinely described with words like “quiet” and “silent” by herself and others, while 

Wojnarowicz’s expressive style in both prose and image-making was often anything 

but—the two shared work with one another and talked about art.156  And, like 

Wojnarowicz’s, Leonard’s practice often revolves around a kind of collecting or 

archiving, either through her camera lens, or by collecting specific sets of physical 

objects and displaying them.  The things she collects, orders, arranges, and places—

pictures of her friends’ vaginas inserted into a gallery of 18th century European 

portraiture, a different blue suitcase for every year of her life laid out face-to-face in one 

long row, images of New York City trees that have grown around and through fences 

and over sidewalks—often speak, like Wojnarowicz’s did—to the felt experience and 

 

155 Schulman, “#106: Zoe Leonard,” 13; Carr, 399. For an extended description of this protest see Douglas 
Crimp, “Seize Control of the FDA,” in AIDS Demo Graphics. Seattle: Bay Press, 1990. 76-82; The CDC’s 
report, which for many marks the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, can be found at “Pneumocystis 
Pneumonia---Los Angeles,” https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/june_5.htm. I want to note 
here that this identification by the CDC was crucial, but only partial.  It brought a predominantly white 
group of gay men into institutional medical surveillance.  There is evidence that at the same time the CDC 
was reporting rare pneumonia among those five white gay men, it excluded two who were black, one of 
whom as a heterosexual Haitian man.  The medical establishment also missed unexplainable rising rates of 
TB in Black and Hispanic communities in Harlem and the Bronx. Linda Villarosa, “America’s Hidden H.I.V. 
Epidemic,” https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/06/magazine/americas-hidden-hiv-epidemic.html.  
156 Leonard show wall text, Zoe interview, get cite from W&P paper. Carr, 419-20. 
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material evidence of life finding a way within and against the repressive ordering of 

sexuality, gender, consumption, space.157   

Leonard, however, is an abstractionist rather than a symbolist, so collecting and 

arranging for her is often predicated on formal seriality, repetition, and a play between 

sameness and difference, rather than focusing on the meaning each item evokes.  

Though this associative work is still there—Leonard often publishes her work in books 

act as their own archives, juxtaposing the images with historical quotes that Leonard has 

unearthed in the extensive research she does for each photographic series or collection—

and the results are deeply affective.158  Her engagement with everyday things is about 

the act of apprehension itself, how embodied human encounters with the world and 

objects are structured by history and its exclusions; the violence, alienation, and erasure 

that results; and how to pay attention to the process.  This is a kind of mapping, the 

communication of which through art is itself a form of resistance. 

For How to Make Good Pictures (2016)—which in the Whitney exhibition was 

placed all by itself in one of the galleries with floor to ceiling windows framing what 

will soon be a picture-perfect shot of Piers 52 and 53 along the Hudson River once the 

 

157 The pieces referenced in this sentence are, respectively, Untitled (1992), close up black and white 
photographs of vaginas installed at the Neue Galerie in Kassel, Germany for Documenta 9; 1961 (2002-
ongoing), blue suitcases for each year of the artist’s life; and tree photographs of varying titles (e.g. Untitled 
and Detail (Tree + Fence)) taken between the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
158 The book Leonard published for Analogue includes a selection of images from the series, followed by an 
“essay” called “A Continuous Signal,” which the artist compiled and collaged from writings about New 
York City, other cities, and the practice of photography by poets, critics, and artists, all published over the 
last 100 years.  Zoe Leonard, Analogue. 
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Gansevoort peninsula is remade from a Sanitation Department parking lot into a shiny 

new public park—she collected 429 used copies in several editions over the seventy-year 

run of the Eastman Kodak amateur photography handbook, How to Make Good Pictures, 

and stacked them in neat towers by year of publication.159  The resultant display makes 

visible both the individual material histories of each book and the enduring sameness of 

one dominant ideology for “good” picture-making: portraits, scenic landscapes, smiles, 

white people.  Leonard also has a sense for site specificity, even and often especially 

within institutions.  Where they’re placed in the Whitney exhibit, the neat stacks of How 

to Make Good Pictures resemble a skyline placed in front of the floor to ceiling windows 

framing a panorama of post-post-industrial riverscape that for thousands of years was 

fished by native Americans, until the Dutch made it a commercial hub, whence it was 

abandoned a few hundred years later and became wasteland and a haunt for artists and 

queers, and which is now being transformed into a clean, manicured, Disney-fied urban 

green space.  The work is thus also commenting on the relationship of our conditioned 

ways of looking at the world—the Dutch with their European ideas of property and 

 

159 The Gansevoort peninsula where the new park is sited was actually carved out of the side of Manhattan 
to make room for larger boats to navigate the piers, leaving a chunk of the demolished 13th Avenue along 
the island’s west side.  The warehouse that once stood at Pier 52 is where the artist Gordon Matta-Clark 
carved his site-specific sculpture Day’s End in 1975. The 5.5-acre park is set to be completed by the end of 
2020 and, in a nod to the Pier’s artistic history, will include an eponymous site-specific sculpture by artist 
David Hammonds, sponsored by the Whiney Museum.  “Gansevoort Peninsula Design,” Hudson River Pk, 
https://hudsonriverpark.org/the-park/whats-happening/design-process-gansevoort-peninsula/; “Day’s 
End,” Hudson River Pk, https://hudsonriverpark.org/activities/days-end/.  
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ownership not seeing the island of Manhattan as already in-use, or the Lenape as fully 

human, for example—to such material histories, whether they are still present or not.  

I’m also here to see the piece dedicated to Wojnarowicz.  Like the Haggadah, 

Strange Fruit (for David) (1992-97) is about ritual, repetition, and the material work of 

mourning and memory.  It likewise depends on food as a metaphor.  The installation, 

which Leonard created at the height of the AIDS crisis, is being shown for the first time 

since 2001: an assemblage of hundreds of orange, grapefruit, and banana peels that have 

divested of their fruit and sewn back together with various colors of thread and 

scattered (in this incarnation) all over the gray cement gallery floor of one room of 

Survey.  The thread used to repair the shriveled, decomposing husks is a reference to 

Wojnarowicz’s use of stitching in some of his work—mouths sewn shut, a bread loaf cut 

in half and loosely threaded together—to represent the silencing of People With AIDS 

(PWAs) as a form of social control with darkly ritualistic tendencies.160 Like that of many 

of Leonard’s pieces, the work’s title is polyvalent: a reference to the song about the 

lynching of Black people in the United States, written by Abe Meeropol and recorded for 

the first time in 1939 by Billie Holiday; but it also means queer people—gay men in 

particular—historically figured as “fruity” or “strange.”  I read Leonard’s double-

 

160 In a poster for the film Silence=Death (dir. Rosa von Praunheim, 1989), Wojnarowicz was photographed 
with his lips being sewn shut (it was a simulation) by Andreas Sterzing.  That same year he used a similar 
method to get shots of his boyfriend Tom Rauffenbart’s face, lips sewn and dripping fake blood, for his film 
A Fire in My Belly (1988-90).  Carr, 358-40.  The image is reproduced in David Wojnarowicz: History Keeps Me 
Awake At Night, 31. 
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reference as a haunting reflection on the loss of the AIDS crisis, meant to evoke that 

other history of state-sanctioned murder.161   

Like the song and its many performances before Black audiences, like the 

Haggadah, Strange Fruit presents the process of mourning as an embodied performance 

of resistance through ritual.  Leonard started working on the fruit peel sewing just after 

Wojnarowicz’s death in 1992 and displayed it for the first time at her New York City loft 

in 1995.  She has remarked that when she began saving the peels from the fruit she ate 

and sewing them back together it was a private act of mourning.  She didn’t think at first 

that she was even making art.162   

The early nineties were rough years in AIDS crisis in the New York.  The 

pandemic spiked in the mid-1990s, killing nearly 8,000 New Yorkers a year.163  The first 

effective treatment for HIV, which turned out to be a multi-anti-retroviral cocktail, was 

not available until 1997.  The government had been dragging its feet since the start of the 

crisis, not talking about AIDS, not informing the public about the health emergency, not 

providing information that could save lives, not giving enough attention or funding to 

research for prevention, for treatment, for a possible cure.  The disease was ravaging the 

 

161 Gregg Bordowitz in the Whitney talks. 
162 Leonard Blume interview. 
163 So many of New York City’s dead in the first two decades of the pandemic, who were either estranged 
from their families or otherwise marginalized—their bodies for whichever reason left unclaimed—were 
buried in potter’s fields on Hart Island in the Long Island Sound. Corey Kilgannon, “Dead of AIDS and 
Forgotten in a Potter’s Field,” https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/03/nyregion/hart-island-aids-new-
york.html.  
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arts community along with the queer community, both underground and established 

scenes.  As writer, activist and filmmaker Gregg Bordowitz, a close friend of Leonard’s, 

recounted at a Whitney Symposium on the Strange Fruit in 2018, in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, people were dying every week, or daily.  So many of their friends were 

sick—like really sick (Bordowitz himself for much of 1993)—and thought they would 

die.164   They knew that through government inaction they were being murdered.  Robert 

Mapplethorpe, Keith Haring, Alvin Ailey, Paul Thek, Klaus Nomi, Cookie Mueller, 

Dean Savard, Tseng Kwong Chi, Jack Smith, Tina Chow, Peter Hujar, Wojnarowicz—all 

monumental names in the New York City art world, all were gone by the early 1990s. By 

the end of that decade, AIDS had killed nearly 100,000 people in New York City alone 

and rent gaping holes in the city’s cultural and social fabric.  This is the context in which 

Leonard was sitting in her studio, sewing hundreds fruit peels that would all eventually 

dry up and rot.  The world around her was disintegrating a lot faster. 

Strange Fruit, then, is about a different kind of numeracy than the other collection 

pieces presented in the Whitney’s Survey, the photographic series of storefronts and 

bricked over windows, the methodically arranged stacks of (non)identical books and 

postcards.  The fruits are scattered, arrayed.  They bear different methods of stitching, 

some have zippers, and on some Leonard has affixed buttons of varying color and size.  

 

164 Gregg Bordowitz, talk for Zoe Leonard: Strange Fruit, Whitney Symposium, 24 March 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfD8iWicHB4.  



 

277 

They curl in on themselves this way or that as they move through the process of decay.  

A couple have been stepped on and left that way to circulate with the installation.165 The 

fruits, like all living things, each have different histories because they are individuals.  

This is not, then, a serial numeracy traced through the camera.  There isn’t a camera. The 

work is not entirely visual, or if it is, it’s closer to the more aesthetically inflected 

visuality of the aerial photos she had been doing in years prior, taking pictures looking 

down at various landscapes from airplanes and printing them at a relatively small scale, 

letting the edges of the negative and its imperfections show.  Like Strange Fruit’s many 

members, the aerial images pull the viewer into an intimate contemplation of surface. 166 

They are also about feeling your body relative to the body of the artist and the body of 

the work: there with Leonard in the cramped seat pointing her camera out the window 

of the airplane; Leonard’s bodily presence in the index of her sewing on the seams of the 

fruit. The numeracy of Strange Fruit is futile; the loss it communicates, physical. 

The analogy of the fruits as actual bodies is almost too much: the way the 

browned banana peels and whitening husks of oranges resemble a mere trace of their 

 

165 Leonard consulted the German art conservationist Christian Scheidemann about possible methods for 
preserving the piece after its “completion” in the mid-1990s.  They communicated by mail—Leonard was in 
Alaska and Scheidemann and his lab were in Germany—with the conservationist sending various freeze-
dried bananas to the artist, and Leonard sending back her thoughts on each object.  She decided, in the end, 
not to preserve the piece and to incorporate both the disintegration that would take place over time and the 
damage the piece might incur in handling into the work itself.  See Christian Scheidemann’s comments at 
the Whitney Symposium on Strange Fruit. Zoe Leonard: Strange Fruit, Whitney Symposium, 24 March 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfD8iWicHB4 
166 This comparison was also made by the artist Jonah Groeneboer at the Whitney Symposium on Strange 
Fruit. 
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former selves, before their insides were eaten; how the people who were dying in the 

1980s and 90s, many of them so young and healthy, would within a few years, or 

sometimes even months of becoming sick, seem like husks of themselves, terrifyingly 

skinny and pale or losing their hair, their skin covered in lesions.  Young people went 

blind, went demented, the kinds of things that only happen when you are very old, or 

when you have less than 200 viable T cells, which are like the on-the-ground security 

guards of the body’s immune response.167 

I think about attending to the temporality of the withering, though, when I’m in 

Wojnarowicz’s archive, because it me to consider the more subtle temporal shifts in his 

life: when Wojnarowicz increased the rate of his production in the late 1980s after being 

diagnosed with ARC (AIDS-Related Complex, a rather meaningless early way of saying 

you have later-stage HIV without calling it AIDS) in the spring of 1988, thinking that he 

might die soon.168 Or the intense period of activism that also followed, which is also 

evident in the increasing number of exhibitions and publications he’s involved getting 

with that have something to do with addressing the plague.  Or when he sued the right-

wing American Family Association for libel and copyright infringement when their 

then-director, the Reverend Donald Wildmon, had used cropped, de-contextualized 

 

167 T cells are white blood cells that help the body fight infections. The HIV virus attacks T cells, and the turn 
from being HIV-positive to having later-stage AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome) is partially 
based on the number of viable T cells an individual has. Greta Hughson, “CD4 cell counts,” aidsmap.com, 
May 2017: https://www.aidsmap.com/about-hiv/cd4-cell-counts.  
168 Wojnarowicz had less than 200 T cells when he was diagnosed.  A healthy person has 500-1500 T cells.  
Less than 200 T cells triggers a medical diagnosis of AIDS. Carr, 391-3. 
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images of several of Wojnarowicz’s works that had been shown in an NEA-sponsored 

exhibition in a mailing to members of congress trying to get them to de-fund the NEA.169  

Wojnarowicz won the lawsuit, and the check for $1.00 from the AFA he won as a result, 

along with all of the legal documents, are listed in the archive finding aid under Series 

VII: Subjects, Subseries B: Legal Cases.  This is the temporality of war. 

There are also the more daily traces of change.  Wojnarowicz evidently kept a 

pad of paper by the telephone where he wrote down messages, to-do lists, supplies he 

needed for this or that piece.170  Mostly the notes are kind of inscrutable, not quite a 

journal, but they also contain random daily thoughts about the art and writing 

Wojnarowicz is working on, sometimes drafts of whole scripts or notes from 

conversations with whatever collaborator mapping out a project. You can also find the 

names of a bunch of famous artists, gallerists, critics, and little doodles and daily notes 

to self in all caps like “PICK UP WASH” or “PAY RENT” or “TOM’S CATS SUNDAY 

FEED + WATER” with a little drawing of a cat face.171  I appreciate the truly quotidian 

mix of the mundane with the super-consequential: “OTHER LAWYER // LEGAL AID // 

EVICTION PROCEEDINGS”; or a horrific-sounding list of symptoms Wojnarowicz is 

having; and notes on experimental treatments or regimens to try “PENTANDIEM 

(MEXICO)”, “MACROBIOTICS”; or how to get HIV drugs from Israel on the black 

 

169 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 479-480, 488. 
170 Series IV: Phone Logs, undated; The David Wojnarowicz Papers; MSS 092; Box 7, Folders 1-29; Fales 
Library and Special Collections, New York University Libraries. 
171 Ibid., Box 7, Folder 2. 
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market.172  One afternoon I got to a page suddenly in someone else’s hand: “Nan Goldin 

called 12:45 pm wants to be notified of David’s condition daily if possible, please. She 

said Judy has the number.”173  It’s weird how the things we live with habitually and 

often thoughtlessly become an index of our lives in ways we never intended. 

Like the Phone Logs, Wojnarowicz’s correspondence provide a who’s-who of the 

1980s art and literary scene, while also marking the passage of his life.  There are several 

postcards from Nan Goldin, one with a boy kneeling at confessional before a priest 

seated behind a wooden screen.  Another one of a black and white photograph of two 

tiny mice straddling a ruler, with a human hand coming in from the corner of the frame 

to hold up the smaller one’s tail.174 Wojnarowicz routinely received mailings from the 

incomparable writer, artist, and activist Sur Rodney (Sur), who would often enclose 

drafts of his poetry and sign-off with a thumb print and a name that was not his own.  

Sur Rodney worked with Gracie Mansion (then known as Joanne Mayhew-Young) to 

open Gracie Mansion Gallery in 1982, a pioneering art counter-institution in the East 

Village scene.  He typed his letters to Wojnarowicz in sentences separated by “…” like 

he was leaving room for his reader to inject into his stream of consciousness.175  Of 

course, Wojnarowicz also got “fan mail,” letters sometimes pages-long in which the 

writer would invariably and adoringly describe how deeply they connected with 

 

172 Ibid., Box. 7, Folder 2. 
173 Ibid., Box 7, Folder 5. 
174 Postcards from Nan Goldin, 1990; Ibid., Box 3, Folder 22. 
175 See, for example, “Letter from Sur Rodney Sur,” 9 April 1990; Ibid., Box 3, Folder 24. 
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Wojnarowicz’s emotive and autobiographical work, and then excuse themselves for the 

impropriety:    

Dear David, I don’t know if it’s really appropriate to send you this 
letter and slides […] I mean, I saw your paintings and I said ‘yes, that’s 
it, that’s what I’m trying to say. […] Dear David, […] I can say that 
your catalogue essay for the Artists Space exhibit did surprise me. It 
took my breath away.  I want to say something like reading that essay 
changed my life, but it sounds so ridiculous. […] I see you getting at 
things I thought were impossible to get at, and with a descriptive 
power that I am awed before. […] Dear David, […] “Close to the 
Knives” is a close as I’ve ever come to holding in my hands a work so 
pure as to make me care to see to it that it is passed along to everyone I 
ever even dreamed I’ve cared about to read and experience and with 
any luck, understand.  Understand me, understand us, or just simply 
understand. […] I want to say that your art has helped to redirect and 
embolden my life […] You’ve given me a direct connection to the more 
difficult realities confronting many people and I’ve been open to 
receive the pain.[…] Dear David, […] I hope this letter wasn’t too 
much coming from someone you just met.176   

In a way, Wojnarowicz’s correspondence is itself a little archive of personal histories, as 

strangers would tell him their life stories and secrets with no expectation of a reply. 

There are also a few postcards from Leonard over the years, signed always with 

just her first name, starting around the time she began traveling to Germany to show her 

work in the late 1980s.   One letter from Leonard stands out.177  It’s long—eight pages—

and typed on New York City World’s fair Corporation stationery, with annotations and 

corrections in pencil.  Enclosed with the letter is s a small flipbook with views of Niagara 
 

176 This is a selection of quotes from: Letter from Craig Hanke, 1990; Ibid., Box 3, Folder 22; Letter from J. 
Allyn, 1991; Ibid, Box 3, Folder 28; Letter from Dodie Bellamy, 3 June 1991, Ibid., Box 3, Folder 28; Letter 
from Adam Kuby, 18 September 1991; Ibid, Box 3, Folder 29. 
177 Letter from Zoe Leonard to David Wojnarowicz, (N.D., January 1992); The David Wojnarowicz Papers, 
Box 3, Folder 34: 1-8. 
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Falls, the kind you find in a wire display rack at a souvenir stand.  Leonard starts by 

describing the scene immediately around her: her apartment in the early morning, her 

girlfriend leaving for work, the snow outside, playing with the cat.  She’s several 

sentences in when she gets to the point of her writing, as if by accident. “I’m writing in 

my notebook and then it turns into a letter to you.”178 And quickly the tone gets elegiac, 

“I realize how many half letters to you I have on every single pad of paper in the house 

and on so many drawings up in the studio.”179 I realize the letter I’m holding is probably 

the last thing Leonard wrote to Wojnarowicz. 

By January of 1992 Wojnarowicz was very sick, in and out of the hospital, and 

suffering the kind of opportunistic infections more common in small mammals.180  He 

had nausea, high fevers, night sweats.  He was taking nutrition through a Hickman 

catheter in his chest and could barely get out of bed most of the time.   On Christmas 

Eve, 1991 he wrote in his last journal entry: 

My life is no longer filled with poetry and dreams […] Sometimes the 
fact that we can’t deal with death, our mortality—it’s the same with 
cultures—anything that doesn’t reflect our faces and soul. We wish to 
annihilate things when we fail to see ourselves inside it.181 

As could be expected of someone slowly and assuredly looking at their own mortality, 

Wojnarowicz withdrew near the end of his life, aside from the fact that he just couldn’t 

 

178 Ibid., p. 1. 
179 Ibid., 1. 
180 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 548-50, 555-6. 
181 This entry is transcribed and pictured in Carr, Fire in the Belly, 553-4. 
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see people for risk of catching a cold.  In the letter from Leonard, you get the sense that a 

lot of time has passed since the two last saw each other or communicated in an extended 

way.  And over the first several pages she covers a lot of ground.  She mentions that 

she’s started therapy to work on family stuff, that she’s been lately falling in love.  She 

talks about running across old negatives from ACT UP’s FDA action, and the trip they 

took to get there, apparently making a stop at the Washington, D.C. Zoo.  Wojnarowicz 

always enjoyed being around animals. 

Most of the letter is just breathtakingly sad.  You can feel the sense of loss she is 

working through, especially when Leonard gets to the part talking about how she 

wishes she could talk to Wojnarowicz about her work, that she misses his criticism:  

But god, I miss your voice inside my ear sometimes, things you’ve said 
to me over the years about making art, the remnants of what you’ve 
said to me have stayed with me and helped at different times, but 
there have been so many days recently when I’ve wanted so badly to 
call you up and talk to you about these things, and to show you some 
of the work I am making now.182 

Leonard takes the opportunity of the letter to address a conflict she continues to have in 

her artistic process between the urgency of activism and pushing for the changes that 

need to be made in the here-and-now, and what she calls a “weird bondage to [her] 

work.”183 This is a topic I know from reading interviews with Leonard that she struggled 

with, especially at the height of the AIDS crisis, something that the two artists had talked 

 

182 Ibid., 3. 
183 Ibid., 2. 
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about before.  Leonard sometimes boils it down to a sort of awkward opposition 

between “activism” and “beauty,” a frustration with the fact that her approach to image-

making is highly aesthetic, and how out-of-step it feels with her “rich anger” about the 

world they’re living in and her desire to work for a different one.184  On one occasion 

Leonard shared with Wojnarowicz several images of clouds taken from the windows of 

airplanes.  They’re contemporary with the aerials discussed above, but in this series the 

rounded edges of the airplane window are included, and big, fluffy white cloud 

formations obscure the ground.185  Leonard printed them relatively small, so you have to 

get up close to the photographs to appreciate how delicately the clouds are rendered, 

creating a sense of physical intimacy that puts you into that cramped airplane seat 

looking out.  According to Leonard, Wojnarowicz looked at them and something to the 

effect of, “Don’t ever give up on beauty.  We’re fighting so that we can have things like 

this.”186 

In the letter Leonard is left to talk about her work without interlocutor, and she 

does, mentioning the upcoming Documenta show where she will put photographs of 

her friends’ vaginas “a wing of a hideous 19th century painting museum,” hoping the 

 

184 Ibid., 2.  The discussion referenced here occurred sometime in 1991.  Leonard has talked about it in 
multiple interviews. Some of the details about the location and exact exchange of the encounter have 
differed but the main thrust remains the same.  See, for example, Zoe Leonard’s Interview with Anna Blume 
(1997), Cynthia Carr, Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz (2012, 420), and Sarah 
Schulman’s interview of Zoe Leonard for the ACT UP Oral History Project (2010, 54). 
185 These probably refer to a series of images called Untitled from 1989.  They can be found in the catalog for 
Zoe Leonard: Survey, 43-47. 
186 This is the version Leonard Recounted for Anna Blume, 16. 
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juxtaposition will get the “tacky and hideous, badly painted German paintings of half-

naked women, being hit on by persistent clothed men” to “admit their eroticism.”187  She 

talks about what kinds of things she feels she can address with this new orientation of 

collecting, archiving and history work these pieces represent, and goes off on an 

extended tangent about what those things might be: 

I’m trying to bring all these really disparate elements together, to place 
my more recent work largely photos of anatomical models, women, 
with I guess a “feminist” reading of the medical history, placing those 
in a broad context of a natural world, to try to get at the disparity of 
what could have been, what might be if we, as a culture were not 
making EVERY GODDAMN WRONG DECISION. The potential, in 
fact the extant beauty of the planet rubs so harshly against the reality 
of our actions on the planet the things we have built the ideas that 
have been fostered.  Honestly, when one first sees Niagara Falls, 
should one’s first thought be to hate women or beat up a fag, or make 
nuclear powered submarines.188 

Then the rhetorical question gives way abruptly to one long, run-on sentence narrating a 

version what this sensuous, awe-inspiring, ego-destroying natural wonder might feel 

like: 

I often imagine what it would be like to be walking through the forest 
and to hear a distant thunder, like water but much too deep and loud, 
and to slowly emerge to find oneself at the edge of a bluff, to feel the 
bluff give way underfoot to an immense cliff and to see the giant 
horseshoe shape of land and to witness the water pouring over the 
edge, gushing over the edge, being pulled down by gravity, being 
sped full force, to feel the awe of a waterfall the size of which is 
beyond sense or proportion, an immensity and intensity that surpasses 

 

187 Leonard Letter, 6. 
188 Leonard letter, 6-7. 
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dreams or imagination, and I think what I would do is worship it, and 
return to it every day of my life to pray.189 

 Leonard had in years previous photographed the Falls from overhead, from what 

appears to be a small pane or a helicopter (there is no intervening glass between the 

photographer and subject), but it strikes me that this run-on sentence presents an 

imaginary version of the experience that neither of them ever could have had.190  Not 

Wojnarowicz because he was unable to leave his bed, and not either of them because 

Niagara Falls is an “official attraction” with a Frederick Law Olmstead designed park 

and visiting hours.191  It is more myth of the wonder of the American landscape than a 

place you can go. One could never come Niagara all alone in the woods like that. The 

scene Leonard imagines is either from a distant past or a speculative future. 

I’m still sitting with Leonard’s typed pages in front of me at a desk at Bobst 

Library overlooking Lafayette avenue, and suddenly I’m also back at the Whitney 

several months earlier.  There, in a long room a few galleries into the exhibit, Leonard 

hung You See I Am Here Afterall (2008), stretching along the back wall, all by itself.  The 

piece is comprised of thousands of postcards of the same few views of Niagara Falls 

from the 19th and 20th centuries, like the ones in the flipbook Leonard enclosed in the 

letter to Wojnarowicz in 1992.  Leonard had originally designed the piece for a site-

 

189 Leonard Letter, 7. 
190 See, for example, Niagara Falls no. 1, Niagara Falls, no. 2, and Niagara Falls, no. 3, all shot by Leonard in 1986 
and printed in 1991. These are reprinted in Zoe Leonard: Survey, pp. 17-19. 
191 https://www.niagarafallsusa.com/.  
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specific installation at the Dia:Beacon in 2008, where she came to the idea to use the 

extra-long corridor she had available to her there to perform a deconstructive mapping 

of the Niagara Falls site through its historically standardized rendering as a tourist 

attraction.192  

The postcards of You See I Am Here Afterall are attached to the wall picture-side 

out, arranged in an axonometric projection from Prospect Point, a popular viewing 

platform at the eastern end, across American Falls, and around the curve of Horseshoe 

falls to the West.193  Because of the shape of the room—it is much longer than it is wide—

you cannot really back up to see the whole snaking, undulating grid at once.  Instead, as 

is often the case with her work, the way Leonard has arranged the mass of images 

encourages a more intimate contemplation.  The perspective of each postcard actually 

centers the viewer, following our line of sight so that the images at the top of the 

arrangement show the falls from below, white rushing walls of water coming from high 

above; those closer to eye level present the falls dead-on, from the viewing platforms; 

and the postcards closest to the bottom shot from bird’s-eye perspective.  The collective 

result is both a visual metaphor for and a literal demonstration of the historical visual 

“construction” of the Niagara site as an iconic imaginary, making visible what Leonard 

refers to as “a small history of printed matter, printing technology, and photographic 

 

192 Huey Copeland, “Photography, the Archive, and the Question of Feminist Form: A Conversation with 
Zoe Leonard,” 180. 
193 The home-made labeled image of Niagara Falls from a birds-eye view, uploaded by an internet user at 
http://www.mappery.com/map-of/Niagara-Falls-Map is helpful. 
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approaches.”194  Leonard’s research for the piece looks at this history of looking and 

reproduction through a series of historical texts dating from Father Louis Hennepin in 

1683, a Catholic missionary and explorer who describes “the great Fall of Niagara” as 

“an abyss we could not behold without a shudder;” and Nathaniel Hawthorne, who 

extolled, “blessed were the wanderers of old, who heard its deep roar, sounding through 

the woods, as the summons to an unknown wonder, and approached its awful brink, in 

all the freshness of native feeling,” already in 1832 decrying the construction of Niagara 

into a tourist site.195  Leonard also included a portion of the script from the film Niagara 

(dir. Henry Hathaway, 1953), a black-and-white film noir thriller set primarily at a 

Niagara Falls hotel starring Marilyn Monroe, in which Rose (played by Monroe) and her 

lover Patrick (Richard Allan) plan to end Rose’s troubled marriage to an abusive ex-

serviceman named George (Joseph Cotten) by murdering him at the Falls, a plot that 

goes horribly awry.196  Niagara is an important backdrop for much of the film, which 

makes repeated visual analogies between Monroe’s body and the landscape of Niagara, 

between the fearsome power of female desire and the natural force of the falls, a 

comparison made quite literal by the poster for the film which superimposes a larger-

than-life and prone Monroe laying atop a waterfall, her slip merging with the white 

 

194 Copeland, “A Conversation with Zoe Leonard,” 181. 
195 Father Louis Hennepin, selection from John Gilmary Shay’s “A Description of Louisiana By Father Louis 
Hennepin,” in Leonard, You See I am Here, 35; Nathaniel Hawthorne, selection from “My Visit to Niagara,” 
(1835), reprinted in Leonard, You See I Am Here, 84. 
196 Spoiler alert, it is Patrick’s body that ends up being tossed into the Falls. Ibid, 130. 
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rushing water.197  “We have projected many different meanings onto the Falls over 

time,” Leonard remarks.198 With these texts she provides archival textual evidence of the 

Falls as a series of historical cultural metaphors, just as the visual mapping speaks to the 

material means of this reproduction. 

As the Falls are mapped out across one long, narrow space, the viewer is also 

invited to notice the differences amidst Leonard’s typical play with seriality as they 

move from one end of the piece to the other: more or less subtle changes in coloration 

and stylization, in framing, in wear.  In some, the messages from the back spill out onto 

the front, all of these details a reminder that the postcards are, each one, objects with 

individual histories, and that they each point to their own particular moment of 

exchange.  This is something Leonard foregrounds in the text she produced alongside 

the piece, opening the book with a found poem entitled “This Is Where I Was,” a collage 

made from the messages written on the back of the cards.199  The resultant work strings 

together single lines to trace the arc of one long, stuttering correspondence: the news of 

arrival, stating of place, stories of travel, messages of gratitude, the wish you could see 

this, desiderata, farewells.  The title of the piece “You See I Am Here After All,” also 

comes from the postcards’ textual archive: a single-line message on a card singed by 

“Lulu.”  Leonard chose the phrase because of its singular combination of willful 

 

197 See Copeland, “A Conversation with Zoe Leonard,” 180-1.  The poster image is reproduced in Leonard, 
You See I Am Here After All, 164. 
198 Copeland, “A Conversation with Zoe Leonard,” 180. 
199 Zoe Leonard, You See I Am Here After All, 8-21. 
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sentiment and what she calls a “deictic” ambiguity.200 Each word in the sentence is 

totally dependent on context, leaving it open to multiple possible interpretations: who is 

“I”? Who is “you”? Where is “here”? Of course, to this last one we have a clue, but also 

what is the “all” that has happened through which the speaker asserts her presence by 

putting it in the past?201 

For Leonard, the title highlights the fact that the archive of personal 

correspondence opens up You See I Am Here After All to multiple readings.  On the one 

hand, the piece deconstructs the process of looking and how our perspectives are 

culturally and historically constructed.202   On the other hand, it points to the fact that all 

this looking, and these exchanges, are going on in the context of an enduring human 

desire to connect, both with the environment and with one another. Looking is situated, 

is occluded by cultural myopia, is thus inherently political.   But looking is also common, 

and in communion.  It is, in Leonard’s words, “an agreement between two people; it’s a 

correspondence.[…] It’s not a one-way thing, it’s an interaction between subject and 

object, between viewed and viewer.”203  Like many of Leonard’s works since about the 

period of Strange Fruit, You See I Am Here After All’s curious archive of selected objects 

opens up a tension between affect and critique, or between aesthetics and politics, that it 

refuses to fully resolve.  It resonates with Leonard’s oft-remarked conversation with 

 

200 Copeland, “A Conversation with Zoe Leonard,” 181. 
201 Ibid., 181-2. 
202 Ibid., 178. 
203 Copeland, “A Conversation with Zoe Leonard,” 182. 
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Wojnarowicz about the trouble between the activism impelled by anger and the desire to 

make beautiful things.   

With that in mind, I propose another reading of the ambivalent signifiers of “You 

See I Am Here.” What if the “you” in this sentence is Wojnarowicz, the speaker is 

Leonard, and “here” is Leonard’s present: the work of making the work.  “All,” refers to 

the temporal and historical space in between: what happened following Wojnarowicz’s 

death, the plague that continued, the deaths, eating the fruit, sewing the fruit, the fruit’s 

decomposition, the cataloging of urban change, the creation of imagined and found 

archives speaking the complex and affective attachments of these everyday and minor 

things.  The scenario makes Leonard’s collecting and sorting and careful arranging of 

the cards into a kind of ritual, her keeping the promise she made in the letter to 

Wojnarowicz about what would happen if she could ever really encounter Niagara: “I 

think what I would do is worship it, and return every day of my life to pray.”204 The 

impossibility of this, the work of art as a way to try anyway.  Some wounds never heal, 

but in remembering, rehearsing, commemorating, finding their original meaning and 

new ones, you can reorient yourself in relationship to them. 

Reading the work as a relation between the two artists, one living, one dead, 

opens up a space for thinking about how art can act, often in the most public of ways, as 

a gesture of communion or care between people.  That art is a gift, that meaning is made 

 

204 Leonard Letter, 7. 
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in relation. “If today I spoke with one person, and we both heard one another,” the poet 

T. Fleischmann writes,  

there might be enough value in that.  It might even make things better, 
or start to change something that needs to change, if we both rest, and 
pay attention to one another. [… art is both] a thing to be conceived to 
be so confidential and amatory that only one person can be in mind, 
and then given again and again and again to someone else.  Because 
there are no limits to how much we can give each other, when we 
recognize that none of this was ever ours to give, and as we give each 
other the world.”205 

As Wojnarowicz would one day sum up his entire career, “Everything I made, I made 

for Peter.” The “Peter” in question is of course his best friend and mentor, the 

photographer Peter Hujar.206  What incredible bodies of work come from these gifts to 

one another, which are also gifts to the world. 

This imagined also ritual of memory and communion recalls what Crimp said 

about mourning and militancy and the AIDS crisis discussed at the start of this chapter: 

the mourning in the face of such horrific and ongoing tragedy is futile, but necessary; 

and that speaking the right to one’s grief in that context does something political in 

itself. Leonard’s artwork for the past several decades often works exactly in the space of 

this claim to mattering in spite of all appearances: the creation and maintenance of 

archives that speak to the small and everyday histories of that which is in the process of 

disappearing or has disappeared under the pressure of larger forces, the affective pull of 

 

205 Fleischmann, Time is the Thing a Body Moves Through, 35. 
206 Carr, Fire in the Belly, 179. 
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these objects, the material evidence of their absence or loss. I thus read the collection and 

archival work Leonard did for a piece like Strange Fruit as not so much mourning and 

militancy, but mourning as militancy: the energy made by the space Leonard holds open 

between appreciating the beauty of a thing and critically witnessing the pain of its 

destruction.  I am reminded that the array of decaying fruit, twisted husks spread all 

over the floor with their buttons and zippers and jaunty thread, as beautiful as it is, is 

also technically garbage. 

Maintenance is a Drag: Political Aesthetics for a Future of 
Queerly Maintaining Otherwise 

Queerness is not yet here.  Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we are not 
yet queer. Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and now and an 

insistence on potentiality or concrete possibility for another world.207  

We aren’t interested in the world as it is.  We are interested in the world as it 
could be.208 

I grew up in the upper-middle class suburbs of northern Chicagoland in the ‘80s and 

‘90s, in a relatively liberal, largely white, very Catholic community located in an area 

with a history of racial covenants and discriminatory housing policy that no one spoke 

about.209  Wojnarowicz referred to the suburbs as “a tiny version of hell” he nicknamed 

 

207 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 1. 
208 Sasha Velour, NightGowns, Ep. 1, 8:48. 
209 “Chicagoland,” refers to the Chicago metropolitan area and surrounding suburban sprawl. I discovered 
the fact about local covenants and redlining on the “north shore”—the strip of wealthy suburbs that sits 
along the shore of Lake Michigan, north of the city—reading Richard Rothstein’s 2017 book on the history of 
redlining and housing segregation in the U.S., The Color of Law, which spurred some ad-hoc research on my 
own home town.  See also, Amy Roost, “Why Is Deerfield (Still) So White?” 
https://www.nprillinois.org/post/why-deerfield-still-so-white#stream/0.  
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“the Universe of the Neatly Clipped Lawn.” When I first read this I understood the 

feeling—the way their manicured, generic appearance was a constantly alienating 

reminder for anyone who felt they were different, and how this uniformity 

simultaneously seemed to serve as cover for whatever private, familial darkness 

potentially lurked behind the Tudoresque and neo-Colonial facades.210  But I was also a 

queer teenager and young adult in the post-Stonewall, post-ACT UP U.S., benefitting 

from the way those movements—and people like Wojnarowicz—waged an image war 

for self-empowering, prideful visibility.  There was an “LGBT” section at the Barnes and 

Noble by my house (the Q part of the acronym had not quite caught on suburban 

Illinois, yet).  

There were gay people in mainstream media: HIV-positive AIDS activist Pedro 

Zamora became an early reality star in MTV’s The Real World: San Francisco (1994); Tom 

Hanks played a gay man with AIDS opposite Antonio Banderas in Philadelphia (1993); 

John Leguizamo, Patrick Swayze, and Wesley Snipes were gay men in drag for most of 

To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar (1995); and Ellen Degeneres came out 

both in real life and as her character on her sitcom, Ellen, in 1997.211  For this, she 

 

210 Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 150. 
211 Pedro Zamora, who was Cuban-American, died of complications from AIDS on November 11, 1994, just 
after the last episode of the San Francisco season of The Real World aired.  José Esteban Muñoz has written on 
what he describes as Zamora’s counter-public “ethics of the self” in his performance on the show as a proud, 
activist, latinx, queer man in an interracial relationship, living with AIDS. See José Esteban Muñoz, “Pedro 
Zamora’s Real World of Counterpublicity: Performing an Ethics of the Self,” in Disidentifications: Queers of 
Color and the Performance of Politics, 143-160. 
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received not social ostracization but a cake.  Ellen has gone on to have public same-sex 

relationships and a highly successful talk show built around her affable, non-threatening 

version of soft butch charm and jokes about universally relatable things like the 

shittiness of airplane seats.  And sometimes, especially toward the turn of the 

millennium, the public queer stories did not entirely revolve around coming out, or 

being kicked out of the house, or having AIDS, or meeting a violent or otherwise tragic 

end.  More emergently concerning amid this visibility was the wealth, whiteness, cis-

sexism, and homonormative blandness of the new public gay culture available in shows 

like NBC’s Will & Grace (1998-2006) or Showtime’s The L Word (2004-2009).   

And also, in 1998, when I was a sophomore in high school, Matthew Shephard, a 

handsome 21-year-old University of Wyoming student and political science major with 

kind eyes, was tied to a fence post, beaten, pistol-whipped, tortured, robbed, and left to 

die on a cold October night in Laramie, Wyoming for being gay.  Gays on TV, 

candlelight vigils across the country for the young gay man who was senselessly 

murdered, also televised.  It was a sign of progress when the two young men who lured 

Shephard into a truck and killed him because of who he was were sent to prison for life.  

In a totally unrelated incident, I would come out to my mother just a few months later. 

I got into college at the even-more-liberal, also pretty wealthy, also mostly white 

Sarah Lawrence (a school whose motto at the time was “You are different. So are we.”) 

with an essay on lesbian novelist Jeanette Winterson’s lyrical, philosophically-inclined 
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narrative explorations of identity, sexuality, and embodiment.  The school had an entire 

roster of courses devoted to “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Studies,” mostly 

taught at the time (and apparently still) by the literary and queer theorist Julie Abraham. 

I discovered that liberal arts academia could be an environment of safety and legitimacy 

for (at least certain kinds of) queer bodies; and that I didn’t even have to only study gay 

stuff.  I could be a scholar of the fraught history of 20th century Western utopianism in 

art and architecture, who also happened to be queer.   

Which is why, when my scholarly loop finally circles back in on itself, and I re-

encounter the queer within the radical utopian aesthetics of late 20th century American 

art (Wojnarowicz), I find it deeply ironic that I am having one of those rare encounters 

with the University where my otherwise quite privileged queer body is an issue. On the 

first day I arrive at Bobst to start working with the Wojnarowicz materials, there’s a mix-

up with the legal given name on my IDs and its discrepancy with the name I use in real 

life and professionally, which is how it is listed on whatever part of Duke’s directory the 

administrators at the Visitor Services desk can access.  And even though I have an 

appointment and they have a picture of my actual face (the same one I put on that 

morning) on several forms of identification and on their screen, matching ID numbers, 

and besides which I cannot logically fathom a situation in which someone would go to 

the length of forging multiple IDs to impersonate a PhD candidate in order to gain 

access to a library where they can’t even check out the books, I can’t pick up the library 
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access card to which my scholarly status entitles me.  In the end the matter is sorted 

within hours by my frustrated email to the incredibly helpful NYU LGBTQ Student 

Center.  Still, the situation made lucid as it always does in that regular and everyday 

way the deeply embedded normative institutional grammars around names and 

identity, and how they shape interactions with and within the University’s systems and 

spaces, and relatively imperceptibly so until you cross them.  It was also a reminder of 

the way those institutional assumptions, in practice, tend render the non-normative 

presentation of gender as a kind of deceit.  I am not who I say I am. 

In Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Sarah Ahmed borrows the 

methods of the phenomenological discourse—attention to what is given in experience—

to think about how the spaces we navigate and the objects we encounter orient us in the 

world as gendered and sexed beings, marking out some paths as “straight,” and others 

as “queer,” by asking, “what does it mean to be oriented?”212  Rejecting the Husserlian 

universalizing tactic of “bracketing” the familiar in order to attend to the details of 

embodied perception, Ahmed looks at the “background” that is bracketed, both in terms 

of space and time, to think about how bodies are shaped by the histories of the objects 

they come in contact with and the spaces of daily life.213  She thus shows how the 

hegemony of heterosexual culture as the supposed norm is enforced not only through its 

 

212 Sarah Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 1. 
213 Ibid., 37-38. 
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representation, but through physical objects and spaces—the family dining room table, 

the family pictures hanging on the wall—make some paths (straight ones) more 

available than others, and how, in “coming out,” a person must proclaim their deviation 

from a presupposed path in life. 

The spaces Ahmed talks about are private ones, but we could consider how 

public spaces are shaped around compulsory heterosexuality as well, as Michael Warner 

and Lauren Berlant argue in their essay, “Sex In Public,” noting that heteronormativity 

“is produced in almost every aspect of the forms and arrangements of social life: 

nationality, the state, and the law; commerce; medicine; and education,” the actual 

sexual nature of which forms are made invisible and de-politicized through privatized 

notions of sexual intimacy.214   The way the nuclear family as a national symbol screams 

of a certain kind of sexual reproductivity in the absence of any represented sex.  Warner 

and Berlant cite a number of practical instantiations of this through law and policy: legal 

protections for fetus and child (sometimes at the expense of the body of the mother), or 

the way welfare administration and taxation privilege nuclear familial forms over all 

other modes of kinship, or the way zoning laws that limit the locations of adult 

businesses (for example, they can be no less than a certain amount of distance from any 

school or place of worship) have affected the way sexuality, especially queer and non-

normative sexuality, can appear in public.  In 1995, for example, a New York zoning 

 

214 Ibid., 550-1.  . 
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ruling effectively eradicated the Times Square red-light district as well as a number of 

adult video stores, bars, and clubs in the West Village that catered to gay men.215  

Queer culture building has historically happened in public spaces, clubs, adult 

movie theaters and other nightlife venues, and in particular in cities.216  Wojnarowicz 

own life is evidence of this, as his journals document his participation in a culture of 

anonymous public sex on the abandoned piers along the Hudson river in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, that sounds much more racially and gender-diverse (Wojnarowicz often 

talks about trans women he meets) than the gay bars at the time.  As Warner and Berlant 

put it, public sex, nightlife, and gay bar culture is how queer people “have learned to 

find each other; to map a commonly accessible world; to construct the architecture of 

queer space in a homophobic environment.”217 

All this theoretical unpacking is just to say: there’s a kind of reparative 

maintenance work that happens in the queer bar.   They can offer a relief from the often 

minor but constant work of managing one’s difference.  Which is how, after the whole 

name fiasco, I come to find myself packed into the back of a saloon-themed bar in 

 

215 Ibid..  See also, Samuel R. Delany, Times Square Red, Times Square Blue, which provides a thorough cultural 
and political history of this shift, and a compelling argument for the importance of such spaces within the 
urban fabric from someone who participated in the public sexual culture in Time Square’s adult cinemas. 
216 John D’Emilio convincingly argues that the rise of indisutrial capitalism and urbanization were crucial in 
the development of modern gay and lesbian cultures as the primary unit of economic productivity shifted 
from the family to the individual, allowing more mobility outside of the family unit and thus the 
exploration of non-heterosexual desire.  See John D’Emilio, “Capitalism and Gay Identity.” 
217 Warner and Berlant, 554-5. 
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Brooklyn, facing an improbably small stage, watching a queer drag and burlesque show, 

in the presence of a kind of ritual. 

In this final section I want to round out the discussion of queer maintenance 

work to look at the production and maintenance of queer space through the work of a 

collective of amateur nightlife performers in Brooklyn, New York.  The drag and 

burlesque acts it documents exemplify what Jose Esteban Muñoz calls the “queer 

utopian performative,” temporarily enacting scenes of gender and sexual difference that 

find a home on stage before a queer audience, but point to the “not yet here” reality of 

lives and desires that do not conform to the social norms of the world outside this 

space.218  As acts self-consciously situated within and against dominant modes and 

narratives of heteronormativity, these performances work to create between performer 

and audience a “modality of knowing and recognition” that builds and maintains a 

sense of queer belonging and affirmation.219 As sites for an alternative circulation of 

cash, the works performed on stage at the drag show enact a temporary alternative 

economy through which queer desires and performances are invested with value 

through the exchange of tips.  More than mere transgression of gender and sexual 

norms, though there is plenty of that to find at the drag show, I am interested in the 

artistic and affective labor that subtends these acts and the liminal but real queer worlds 
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they build between audiences and performers.  A lot of the work here, I argue, is 

reproductive: a kind of queer maintenance, necessary for the sustainability and 

flourishing of minoritarian lives. 

Switch n’ Play, the long-running drag and burlesque collective that serves as my 

primary case-study, was founded in 2006.  In New York’s large and vibrant queer 

performance scene, Switch n’ Play is unique among the many houses and collectives for 

their staying power.  Over several years of rotating membership, the collective has 

cultivated a core group of regular, seasoned nightlife performers and close friends who 

perform around at venues around the city, and curate and host a bi-monthly drag and 

burlesque variety show out of the back room of a popular queer-owned bar in Prospect 

Heights, Brooklyn.  Working from personal interviews with current and past members 

of the collective, a recent feature-length documentary, and my own personal experience 

performing with Switch n’ Play and attending their events, I want to give a feel for what 

it might mean to maintain queerly through the queer world of performance that the 

collective has built.  Switch n’ Play have maintained a loyal audience and through a time 

of massive change and turnover in queer venues and spaces in the city, due in large part 

to rising rents and rampant gentrification, and I am interested in their strategies for 

doing so.  But more specifically, I aim to untangle the aesthetic intricacies of this 

maintenance project: how, through the affective labor of performance and care, and the 
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re-circulation of cash, the Switch n’ Play show works as a site where queer lives and 

desires are centered and invested with value and queer subjectivities are formed.220 

Drag historically emerged as a practice in queer spaces, performed for queer 

audiences, as a form of art existing fully outside of mainstream models of artistic 

training, professionalism, and commodification.  You can’t go to school to learn drag, 

but you also don’t have to.  Drag performers are self-taught multi-skilled creators: make-

up artists, costume designers, graphic designers, choreographers, dancers, actors, and 

producers.  They are also theorists: expert readers and critics of cultural products who 

appropriate songs, narratives, and symbols from mainstream popular culture and re-

signify them to alternative, and often subversive ends.  It is extremely rare for a drag 

performer, at least in the nightlife world, to have professional management or 

assistance.  Instead, production and management most often happens through self-

organization, social networking, and mutual aid.  In spite of this artistry, most drag 

performers don’t produce enough monetary value through the work they put into their 

art to support a life.  Most have day-jobs, some artistically or queerly adjacent to the 

work of drag.  Success in this world is making enough in door cash and tips to break 

even or near it for what you spend on wigs, costumes, transportation, and rehearsal 

space.  The time spent preparing for shows is an incalculable investment of labor time—

making costumes, creating numbers, learning choreography—often completed 

 

220 Michael Hardt, “Affective Labor,” 98. 
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alongside and outside regular working hours.  But the temporality of nightlife also blurs 

boundaries between work and leisure, as this practice is a kind of entertainment that 

exists in an environment of socializing, dancing, and other forms of collective 

enjoyment.   

Drag, as a mode of performance and popular queer cultural form, has had a 

productive relationship with queer theory as old as the discipline itself.  Esther 

Newton’s ethnographies of drag queens in gay male subcultures in the late 1960s, Judith 

Butler’s work on gender presentation and kinship as performative structures in the 

queer trans POC drag ball cultures of the 1980s, Jack Halberstam’s study of “female” 

performances of masculinity among drag kings in the 1990s, and Jose Esteban Muñoz’s 

analysis of “disidentification” as a radical aesthetic modality that shows up in all kinds 

of queer performance practice including drag, all point to the subversive queer political 

force of thinking gender and sexuality, and their intersections with race and class, 

through the performative.221  Indeed, many queer drag and burlesque performers I have 

met and/or researched articulate their work on stage as inherently radical and political, a 

mode of being defiantly and visibly queer in a heteronormative society, and owning the 

power to express that on stage.  And I agree with Muñoz that at its best, drag’s 

particular political force comes from the celebration of refusal of all kinds of normative 

 

221 Esther Newton, Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America; Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the 
Discursive Limits of Sex; J. Halberstam, The Drag King Book and Female Masculinity; José Esteban Muñoz, 
Disidentifications: Queers of Color and The Performance of Politics and Cruising Utopia.  
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expectations about bodies and identities.222 At the same time, I want to think here on the 

alternative economies and reproductive modalities that frame and support these 

practices.  As politically productive as these projects may be, there is also a refusal of 

pragmatism and specifically monetary productivity in many of the economies and 

circulations in drag culture, even though there is a whole lot of work.  “Work” is a 

constant refrain for the queens on RuPaul’s Drag Race, reflecting the amount of labor that 

goes into the transformative process of getting into and performing in drag.  There is 

also all of the communicative work of networking necessary for making space and 

producing shows, labor of self-organization that supports that production, the affective 

labor of recognition and mutual support and binds performers and audiences, and an 

alternative economy of tipping that acts as a form of valorization outside of normative 

modes.  To this end I want to reflect on all of the reproductive labor, and its effects, that 

characterizes drag as what I am calling a queer form of maintenance work.   

I write about this little enclave of a queer Brooklyn from the perspective of an 

insider.  Switch n’ Play was founded in 2006 by a group of queer and gender-non-

conforming friends and acquaintances, all in their early twenties.  I was among them.  

We met each other at gay bars all happened to be interested in starting a “drag troupe,” 

which was something we’d heard about in other cities (The Chicago Kings, The C*ntry 

Kings of Durham, NC), but there wasn’t one in Brooklyn right then.  Early it was 
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basically playing dress-up and lip-synching to pop songs at first for each other, trying on 

legible modes of gendered performance pulled from music videos, magazines, and 

popular culture, as well as the few queer drag icons we had available to us.  In college I 

had found Jack Halberstam’s Drag King Book and Female Masculinity, wherein 

Halberstam documented and theorized the emergent drag king scene of mid-to-late 

1990s in the urban hubs of San Francisco, London, Berlin, and New York City.  Image-

heavy and oversized, in the Drag King Book Halberstam included photos of kings 

performing in bars and clubs, and just out around the city: going out to restaurants in 

drag, hailing taxis, performing dildo fellatio on one another on the Christopher Street 

Pier.  Both books were important touchstones for rendering visible both the varied and 

diverse performances of masculinity outside of cis-male bodies, and that masculinity as 

such is a kind of performance.223  They mapped a language for drag kinging in hairstyles 

and gestures, visible types and variations of masculine presentation from butch 

machismo to campy faggotry.   

A public needs a common world in which to take place.  When Hannah Arendt 

writes about what a public is, she uses explicitly spatial terms: “To live together in the 

world means essentially that a world of things is between those who have it on common, 

as a table is located between those who sit around it.”224  It is through seeing one another 

 

223 Halberstam, Female Masculinity, 1. 
224 Hannah Arendt, On The Human Condition, 52.  Arendt’s table would make an interesting addition to the 
tables Sara Ahmed discusses in Queer Phenomenology (Husserl’s writing desk, the kitchen table, the family 
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and being together that queers have been able to build communities and life-worlds that 

do not conform to heteronormative futures, and to see that such futures are possible.  

However, gay space is not monolithic. As many projects to catalog and map historical 

and extant spaces for non-gay-male queers have found, spaces specifically for lesbian, 

dyke, trans and gender non-conforming queers have tended to be fewer, more transient, 

and less attached to a territory or physical proximity of a “gayborhood.”225 The reigning 

gender gap is reflected in major differences in property ownership and purchasing 

power between the gay male community and other queer communities.  In 2006 I could 

count four lesbian and/or trans-feminist-queer bars in all of Brooklyn and Manhattan—

Henrietta Hudson and Rubyfruit in Manhattan and Gingers and Cattyshack in 

Brooklyn—compared to the dozens of spots geared toward gay men in Chelsea and the 

West Village.  Rampant gentrification and rising rents have hit queer spaces of all kinds 

hard, as once gay-dominated neighborhoods, which developed in historically neglected 

urban areas, have, in a tale as old and predictable as capitalism, become highly attractive 

to developers.226  This spatial dislocation is even more extreme for the more 

marginalized parts of the queer community—women, trans people, and people of 

 

 

dining room table).  I wonder if Arednt’s public table could be given a “background,” to think about what 
shapes the people coming to it, or if it is similarly conceived with universalizing tendencies. 
225 Gieseking, 31. 
226 James, Scott. “There Goes the Gayborhood,” https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/21/us/gay-pride-lgbtq-
gayborhood.html.  
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color—who have historically had less access to wealth and property ownership.  Of 

those four bars I just mentioned only two are still open.227   

I remember listening wistfully to a 1999 track by the queercore band Bitch and 

Animal called “Drag King Bar” and wondering, what was this mythical place is they 

spoke of, “where all the guys are really girls”?  The singer describes a scene she just 

walks into, where it is apparently normal to be sporting a fake moustache or a wig.  

There are kings lip synching and playing air guitar, and within two hours, she finds 

someone to take home.  But most importantly, it has a stage. There were no drag king 

bars in New York City in 2006.  Instead, Switch n’ Play gained momentum in its early 

days by working a circuit of dance parties that hopped around to different venues and 

one-off events held at community centers and underground arts spaces.  We landed 

these by tapping a network of friends and acquaintances.  The parties were the ones 

many of us went to anyway: Snapshot, Choice Cunts, The XParty, all held at bars that 

served a gay male, mixed, or straight clientele the rest of the time.  The party promoters 

found out you were doing drag—or you told them—and they’d book you to perform a 

few group and solo acts in the middle of the dance party on whatever makeshift stage 

was available.  Maybe you’d also be eye candy for the night and hand out shots. One 

time a number of the collective members worked the runway in an underground fashion 

show for an up-and-coming queer clothing designer.  In these work-exchanges the party 

 

227 I do not know if this is still accurate after the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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promoters got entertainment that they could advertise to boost attendance, and Switch 

n’ Play got drink tickets, a bit of stage time, and another room full of people who may 

have heard of Brooklyn’s only drag and burlesque collective.   

I emphasize the temporary and transient nature of these spaces here, as I think it 

was crucial for Switch n’ Play that within the first year the collective was able to 

establish a home base in the back of the Outpost Lounge.  Queer-owned and operated 

and sitting on what at the time was a somewhat barren stretch of Fulton Street on the 

edge Clinton Hill, the Outpost was home to Switch n’ Play’s monthly open drag nights 

and curated shows for nearly a decade.   It was a cafe by day but had been opening the 

space to queer people in the neighborhood to throw after hours parties.  Switch n’ Play 

was invited—again, through one of the members’ social network—to perform at one of 

these events and met the owners, Colin and Gary, who allowed us to book our first self-

hosted event.  Switch n’ Play paid a required $800 deposit with the hard-earned college-

and-university cash, but the first show was so successful that we never did this again, 

and simply paid a portion of what the collective made off of the door at the end of each 

night.228  

The space was about as ad-hoc as they come as far as performance venues go.  By 

day the Outpost served coffee, espresso, and lunchtime fare, and had no liquor license.  

They also had no stage, and the struggling sound system would sometimes overheat 

 

228 Interview with Switch n’ Play members P. Bigs and Cherry Bomb, 20 April 2020. 
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and go silent in the middle of a number if whoever was managing the music was not 

careful about the volume knob.  When the group arrived to set up for the night before a 

show, the first order of business was moving the café tables and chairs to the back yard 

to make room for performers and an audience.  Then we got dressed and put on makeup 

in a dingy basement, draping our costumes over flats of soda and seltzer and sharing a 

single mirror propped up against a stack of extra tables and chairs.  Switch n’ Play also 

worked the door and checked IDs.   

With the Outpost gig, Switch n’ Play was able to build a regular scene and 

support growth—it was a place you could come back to—but more importantly, the 

collective was able to establish its own rules and order of operations.  This is the kind of 

maintenance technique—having a set way of doing things to make the space and run the 

show—that I want to argue laid the groundwork for the scene of mutual support and 

public intimacy the collective has established.229  It is intentional work that supports a 

project of queer world building.  First of all, the cover was cheap at around $5-$7 and no 

one was turned away for lack of money.  Often these parties were run as an “open drag 

night.”  Switch n’ Play would advertise a show solicit performances via hand-passed 

flyers, social media and word-of-mouth, and ask people to email the collective with a 

basic sketch of their act and song choice if they were interested in performing.  From 

 

229 Both casual discussions and formal interviews with Switch n’ Play performers confirmed this.  Interview 
with P. Bigs and Cherry Bomb, 20 April 2020. 
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these we’d make selections and put together a lineup for the evening with our own 

numbers scattered throughout.  It was explicitly a no-experience-necessary arrangement: 

the collective actively encouraged people who had never tried drag or burlesque before 

to propose a number and perform for an audience.  This happened to work as a good 

way to build the audience as people who were performing would ask their friends to 

show up and support.  Switch n’ Play also encouraged audience members themselves to 

come in drag for the show—whatever that meant to you—and offered a reduced cover 

to those who did.   

The resultant room was unique among queer spaces I have been in: relatively 

mixed in terms of gender, sexual orientation, race and class, with people of all kinds in 

various forms of gender-variant costumery, ready to cheer and applaud amateur and 

experienced acts alike.  The audience was often generous both with their cash—tips, 

which individual performers got to keep—and their attention.  They were also actively 

encouraged to be, reminded before and after each act to tip the performers and make 

some noise, and never forget to tip your bartenders.  The space was physically intimate, 

with about 20 square feet of “stage” marked out on the floor and an audience, seated 

and standing, packed in right up to its edge.  This environment, its scale, intimacy, and 

sense of freedom around personal expression, was a space in which it was safe for 

individuals to be visibly, publicly queer, and to get up on stage and express ideas about 

that.  The audience was open to and accepting of a wide array of styles of performance: 
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drag kings, queens and burlesque numbers by performers of many genders, and acts 

that defied neat categorization; as well as varying degrees of amateurism. It was a space 

in which it was OK to try, and also to fail.  It is an act of re-valuation for an audience to 

make space for, give attention to, and even praise or pay for a performance that does not 

conform to normative ideas about expertise and professionalism, let alone gender and 

sexuality.   

In all my years performing and working at Switch n’ Play’s Open Drag Night, I 

never once witnessed an audience who didn’t clap, or a performer being heckled or 

jeered.  Instead, I repeatedly observed an active form of spectatorship that involved 

staying open to and praising performers’ vulnerability, honesty, and vitality, no matter 

their polish or level of skill or experience.  I read this form of spectatorship as a kind of 

“immaterial” or “affective” labor that feminist theorists of social reproduction, and more 

recently, Marxist theorists of biopolitics, have argued has emerged in neoliberal 

capitalism as a central technique of social control: the emotional and caring labor 

historically performed by women within the family, which has become a new site for 

value extraction through the service and information economies.230  In Hardt’s 

understanding, affective labor is productive of something, but that something is not a 

material value.  Instead, he notes, the products of affective labor “are intangible: a 

 

230 See Especially, Arlie Hochschild, The Managed Heart Commercialization of Human Feeling; Michael Hardt, 
“Affective Labor”; Kathi Weeks, “Life Within and Against Work: Affective Labor, Feminist Critique, and 
Post-Fordist Politics”; and Lazzaratto, “Immaterial Labor.” 
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feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, excitement, passion—even a sense of 

connectedness or community.”231  Affect is what underlies the very reproduction of the 

social—the rearing of children, the affective work of educational instruction, the very 

fact of desiring or caring for a thing—the work of affect becomes a technique of social 

control when it is distributed unevenly within gender, racial, and geographical 

hierarchies, or conscripted and devalued, as it is across the service economies and the 

“caring” industries.   

Drag is work: rehearsal, advertisement, buying and/or making costumes, doing 

research on music, references, themes, going to other parties and clubs to meet other 

performers and party promoters, and learning various and sundry skills.  I taught 

myself CSS and HTML and learned photoshop so I could design our first rudimentary 

website and design our flyers (which we still handed out on paper in 2007 at the 

aforementioned parties).  It is also not formally waged, though cash does circulate as 

part of its economies, both in terms of tips and splitting the door money, which gives 

everyone a collective interest in performing all of the labor mentioned above.  It is quite 

public, and the expression of things normally relegated to the private (affect) put right 

out there, and in so doing it becomes a site of critical resistance rather than social 

control, or what Michael Hardt would call an immaterial labor organized “from 

 

231 Hardt, “Affective Labor,” 98. 
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below.”232  Thus, attending to and supporting a performance as an audience is a form of 

affective labor as much as is the work of getting to and then onstage and taking ones 

clothes off or talking about sexuality and bodies in public. As important for my point 

about this as maintenance work, though, is the fact that this affective transactionality has 

been intentionally cultivated in the space through a series of rituals, repeated gestures, 

and managed expectations about what people should expect to see on stage and how 

they should respond.  It took studying the performance of Miss Malice, the group’s 

“Femmecee,” to understand exactly how.233 

These days, Switch n’ Play performs all around Brooklyn and have had the 

opportunity to put on professionally-produced shows in mainstream venues like the 

Brooklyn Academy of Music, the Brooklyn Museum, and National Sawdust.  They were 

the subject of a recent feature-length documentary by Catie Stickels, A Night at Switch N’ 

Play (2019). They’ve been featured regularly at Sasha Velour’s (winner of season 9 of Ru 

Paul’s Drag Race) monthly show, Nightgowns. There is nothing amateur about any of 

this.  The collective’s current active members, Miss Malice, K. James, Zoe Ziegfeld, Vigor 

Mortis, Nyx Nocturne, Divina GranSparkle, and Pearl Harbor, are all seasoned nightlife 

veterans who create, by hand and cunning, elaborate costumes and complex acts.234  

Their performances (all of the members of the group develop their own solo numbers 

 

232 Ibid., 100. 
233 See Miss Malice at https://www.missmaliceofficial.com/. 
234 The group’s main website is https://www.switchnplay.com/.  You can find links to performer bios and 
their individual websites and Instagram pages there. 
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and collaborate with one another) explore themes as various as disgust, sex, food and 

identity, immigrant experience, the macabre, heartache, rejection, being called the wrong 

pronouns, The Addams Family as a story about queer kinship, bromance, the occult, the 

joys of being an inflatable tube man (like the ones you see outside of used car lots), and 

yes, non-normative expressions of gender and sexuality. In spite of all this artistry and 

production value, and all of the tipping, I cannot emphasize enough that this is not 

paying work.  The performers keep their own tips and split the door, which can amount 

to around $100, per show, per person. With all of the money spent on wigs, costumes, 

studio space, and cab fare to get to venues (too many things to carry on the subway), it 

hardly pays for itself.235  A few times a year, Switch n’ Play will do a benefit show and 

donate door and raffle money to grassroots queer organizations that serve trans and 

queer BIPOC and immigrant/undocumented people.236  They self-describe as family. 

Switch n’ Play has, for the past several years, performed a regular bi-monthly 

show at the Branded Saloon in Prospect Heights Brooklyn, a gay-owned cowboy-

themed bar that also sort of a neighborhood dive and will serve you an Oreo milkshake 

with whiskey in it.  SnP hosts a show in the back room of the venue, a not very large 

affair with a deer antler-themed light fixture hanging in the center and a small stage 

platform about 16 inches high backed by a dark purple velvet curtain with a tiny light 

 

235 Email with Miss Malice. 
236 Ibid. 
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and audio booth crammed into one corner.  The sound and light system is a vast 

improvement from the Outpost Lounge, but the space is not anything you’d call 

glamorous.  Performers get prepped and do makeup in the basement, the stairway of 

which feeds conveniently into the room behind the audience so one can make a real 

entrance walking down the center row through the crowd. It is probably also a violation 

of the fire code to smash as many people as they do into the space, with several rows 

seated cheek by jowl up to the stage and standing room only wherever you can squeeze 

in. 

This is the room I am in when Miss Malice comes on stage to open the show. 

Malice is a tall self-identified high femme drag queen and Femmecee whose style I’ve 

always thought of as a cross between Peg Bundy and Morticia Addams.  She normally 

sports a freakishly large wig in bright red or black or blonde or pink and a drag queen 

style of makeup that announces itself as such.  She also has a PhD and wrote a 

dissertation on lesbian pulp fiction.  As a host, she’s crafted a stage persona that 

manages just the right balance of warm and comforting with twists of no-bullshit 

sarcasm that keep the audience in check.  Miss Malice means business and is also very 

funny and kind, and she will cut you. And as I watch her tonight, I also notice in her 

opening act a series of important rituals that set up the space so that its safe for people to 

take their clothes off and/or do potentially shocking things with their bodies with this 

many people crammed together in a room, drinking. 
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After welcoming us all amid collective shouting and general cacophony Malice 

stands on the stage silent for a second with the mic in hand, held to her mouth, waiting 

for the audience to shut up. Once the volume has lowered to a chatter, she smiles coyly 

and starts what I would call a “reading of the rules.”  They are not written. “I want to 

make sure everyone knows this is a queer space,” Malice says, and then says it again so 

everyone as heard her, and then explains what that means.  And I am paraphrasing here 

but I have heard this so many times, so just to give you a rundown: queer people are 

centered in this space, so that, whether you are queer or not, you are more than 

welcome, but you have to respect the people here: respect how they identify themselves, 

and respect their right to give and revoke consent, no questions asked, or you will be 

booted.  And this goes for personal interactions with other audience members and 

interactions with performers.  Also, no touching.  No touching the performers, no 

touching anyone without consent.  And no heckling.  One strike you get publicly called 

out by the Femmecee herself (audience members have been known to turn other 

audience members in), second time it happens, and you are out.  Malice usually drives 

this home by telling a story about having to do this to an audience member who got out 

of control and grabbed a performer, and how it was very embarrassing for everyone 

involved and held up the show, so don’t do that, thank you.  After it’s clear that 

everyone has understood (Malice usually asks for a collective voice of assent), whence 

begins part II, the tipping demonstration.  Zoe Ziegfeld, Switch n’ Play’s resident stage 
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kitten, who is also a snake enchantress who has performed at the Metropolitan Opera 

house and describes herself on her Facebook page as an “existential feminist 

performance art stripper,” comes up to the stage clad in a skimpy iridescent bikini and 

boots and joins Miss Malice and they go through a well-rehearsed, regular, and essential 

bit of the intro routine where Malice demonstrates, or the uninitiated or wary how to 

properly and respectfully hand a dollar bill to a performer, or, for the daring, how to slip 

it, also respectfully, into a proffered bra or panty strap while Zoe Ziegfeld acts the part 

of the dancing performer, often with the help of conscripted volunteer tippers.  This 

display isn’t necessary for everyone in the room.  Switch n’ Play has a loyal audience 

and some of the people here have seen this scores of times, but they engage with it 

enthusiastically anyway, tossing dollars on to the stage though the show hasn’t 

technically started yet.  Finally, the opening rituals completed, Malice introduces the 

first act, a brilliant, zany, alt-burlesque performer named Divina Gransparkle, who is 

also a textile artist and designer.  She comes out dressed in a Hostess Twinkie costume 

that covers her full body with just her legs poking out of the bottom, complete two giant 

white cartoonish felt hands, a big blue bandanna with red hearts, and an oversized 10-

gallon blue cowboy hat, shaking and dancing to Fats Domino’s “Whole Lotta Loving,” 

and proceeds, hilariously, to strip. 

To do a bit of final research for this essay, I was supposed to fly back up to New 

York City to catch one of Switch n’ Play’s feature revues at Littlefield in Brooklyn.  It’s a 
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good-sized venue with an actual stage, professional lighting, and a standing capacity of 

300, that hosts all kinds of art, music and performance events.  The collective was set to 

perform their Family Values show, a drag and burlesque Addams Family cosplay tribute 

that riffs off of the queer themes of social alienation, difference, resistance, and chosen 

family embedded in the original 90s comedy franchise.  Also, Wednesday Addams is an 

OG lesbian icon for a generation. The fact that Switch n’ Play have routinely sold out 

venues like Littlefield and the National Sawdust putting it on is a sign of their having 

really “made it” in Brooklyn’s vibrant alternative drag world.  It’s a totally different 

scene than the Branded show, and I was excited to witness them outside of their home 

base, on a big stage with professional management and production, showing off all of 

the creative artistry they’ve cultivated as performers. 

And then the COVID-19 pandemic happened.  My trip was scheduled for the 

week the quarantine started in the City, and we were on stay-at-home orders here in 

Durham just a week or so later.  So, instead, I have spent some time scrolling back 

through Switch n’ Play’s social media feeds, taking in the substantial photo and video 

archives the collective and its individual members have built on the web.  They’re still 

producing live shows on Instagram in our present moment of sheltering in place, 

performing the necessary service of keeping people engaged and entertained at home.  

You can even still send the collective and its individual members tips through cash app 

services like Venmo and Paypal.   
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A few weeks later Pearl Harbor, aka Wo Chan, who is also an accomplished poet 

and performance artist, posted a video on Instagram, a shaky rehearsal cut, filmed from 

inside their New York City apartment.237  In it they’re in a low-key kind of drag with a 

purple wig and no makeup, wearing a long, flowing gown pulled on over socks and 

pajama pants.  The number opens with the camera panning slowly over what is revealed 

to be a Gucci bedspread, and as the shot pulls up and closes in on their face, Pearl mimes 

slowly waking and emerging from sleep to the opening bars of a cover of Ben E. King’s 

Motown classic “Stand by Me” performed by a female vocalist who is singing into the 

tender side of it.   

The camera follows Pearl through the cramped apartment-turned-stage as they 

dance around it to the slow, loping melody, twisting and waltz-stepping past 

bookshelves, tables scattered with cups, stacked boxes and piled clothing and the 

everyday evidence of living.  The scene lends itself to the intimacy I have come to expect 

from Pearl’s work, an invitation to come inside to see something personal and real, and I 

read their song choice as a wistful comment on what exactly has been lost in this new, 

more isolated reality we now find ourselves in.  The queer community has survived 

social ostracization and plague by building worlds in bars and dance clubs and back-

room drag shows, intimate publics that hold space for difference and belonging infused 

with new and different rituals of our own.  But when we are in trouble right now, 

 

237 https://wo.bingo/. 
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getting together in these spaces and standing by one another is exactly what we cannot 

do.  I am scared for the future of this queer world (I imagine it’s also all over the world, 

and not the same anywhere).   

When we are finally able to come out of our homes, how few of the bars and 

back rooms, many of which already struggle to meet astronomical rent and operating 

costs in gentrifying urban centers, will still be around to host it? The song ends with the 

camera following Pearl up a ladder and through a hatch door in the kitchen ceiling, then 

out on the roof revealing a beautiful spring evening in Brooklyn with a peachy light 

hinting at the start of dusk.  When the act is over and I am pulled out of my extended 

moment of reverie I switch over to the Venmo app on my phone and, so moved, thank 

Pearl with a tip
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Conclusion: Manifesto for Maintenance, 2021!—
Proposal for a (R)evolution: Care 
I started the research for this dissertation asking what, if anything, art might have to say 

about living in a time of  mass species die off and global climate instability and 

completed its writing living through a global pandemic. In the middle I found, through 

Ukeles, an art of maintenance as a way to reckon with both.  Maintenance art isn’t a 

political program or a strategy—that implies a utopian dream of knowledge and control; 

where the police meet maintenance through its securitization.  Maintenance art is an art 

of tactics, a series of questions to ask, an approach.  As Deleuze asks of the institution, 

“for whom?” maintenance art asks, “the maintenance of what?” and “who is doing the 

maintenance for whom?” and “what does that feel like?”1  In so doing it exposes 

moments of maintenance’s uneven distributions, its hierarchies, its unthought rituals, 

attempts at control, the exclusions and abandonment meted through maintenance not 

done.  It shows where and how the orders are imposed. The opening offered by art as 

anti-environment to what has become environment (the taken-for-granted modes of 

support) can make apparent problems of maintenance.2 

 

1 Deleuze, “Instinct and Institution,” in Desert Islands, 19. 
2 “Any new technology, any extension or amplification of human faculties when given material 
embodiment, tends to create a new environment.  This is true of clothing as of speech, or script, or wheel. 
[…] It is useful to notice the role of all of the arts and sciences as acting in the role of anti-environments that 
enable us to perceive the environment.” Marshall McLuhan, “The Relationship of environment to Anti-
Environment,” in Terrence W. Gordon, ed., Marshall McLuhan Unbound, #4, 6-7. 
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 The art of maintenance can operate tactically at any scale (it is maintenance 

finally noticed, and then done artfully), but not without attending to the radical 

discontinuities of force and magnitude involved in scalar shifts.  Shifting scales may 

beget meaningful changes in temporality, relationality, and power.  Simply put, one 

must feel one’s way, get a feeling for the institution.  Tactics directed at unthought 

maintenance structurally imposed at an institutional scale can happen within the 

institution itself at the level of what Fred Moten and Stefano Harney would call an 

undercommons, and always by asking what appears below you (what grounds the 

world in question) as much as above.3  This implies that the institution contains already 

the possibility both of its undoing as well as its revolution into another form.  It is 

always a question of who will pick up the garbage on Monday morning.4  The artful 

tactics of maintenance can be used to question the cop inside you, too.5 This is 

maintenance as an art of self-care.  If you have no art, do everything well.6 

“WHEN I WAS TOLD THAT I’D CONTRACTED THIS VIRUS,” Wojnarowicz 

wrote (in all caps, or when spoken, yelled), “I DIDN’T KNOW THAT I’D 

CONTRACTED A DISEASED SOCIETY AS WELL.”7  But of course, he did know.  And 

 

3 Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, The Undercommons.  
4 Ukeles, MANIFESTO, in Phillips, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 210. 
5 Lorenzo Komboa Ervin, “Authoritarian Leftists: Kill the Cop in Your Head,” 
https://archive.iww.org/history/library/Ervin/copinyourhead/.  
6 This is a paraphrasing of the Balinese saying quoted by Ukeles in her MANIFESTO, which she appears to 
have taken from Marshall McLuhan.  
7 Wojnarowicz, Close to the Knives, 114. 
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we do, too.  For example, when a disaster or a crisis happening in one moment reveals 

years or generations of maintenance not done.  To deal with the disease we will have to 

use the tactics of maintenance to expose the exploitative structures, abandonments, and 

unspoken, unacknowledged and unquestioned ritual going on that keeps them in place.  

A tactics of artful maintenance will make them sensible to see if they could be fixed; and 

in place of the dead rituals, make new ones.  Maintenance art knows there is no exit, 

only care, concern, repairing the broken, and properly burying the dead.8

 

8 Antigone to Creon explaining her decision to break his law and bury her brother Polynieces says, “Who 
knows if in that other world this is true piety?” Sophocles, Antigone, li. 573-574. 
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