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A panel discussion about art, activism, media, comedy, and 
environmental responsibility—through the lens of Joseph Beuys and 
today’s cultural landscape.

Saul Appelbaum leads a conversation with The Broad curator Sarah Loyer and scholar Andrea Gyorody
—co-curators of Joseph Beuys: In Defense of Nature—alongside Staci Roberts-Steele from the 
environmental nonprofit Yellow Dot Studios and Nato Thompson of the socially driven art consultancy 
Dreaming in Public. The discussion explores Beuys’ legacy, humor as a tool for activism, and the 
intersection of art, media, and environmental action today.

With an introduction by Adam McKay, founder of Yellow Dot Studios and director of Don’t Look Up, a 
satire on climate inaction.
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Unless a movement draws on the energy and righteousness of the people, it is always vulnerable to 
being co-opted by the ruling status quo.

Popular support does not need to be the majority. Studies have shown that even less than five percent 
of a population becoming truly active is enough to change society’s direction and affect real change.

But that five percent has to be willing to get arrested, beaten and shamed.

Why would anyone make that choice?

Seven simple words: I can’t go on living like this.

The civil rights movement in the US, Indian independence, and AIDS activists in the 80s all had this 
energy and direction. Unfortunately, with human-caused rapid climate change, the big oil companies 
have choked and, through ad dollars, bought our news system.

So, many people don’t know we are less than ten years from catastrophic two degrees Celsius global 
warming. Those who know are already in the streets.

Once the reality can no longer be denied, hundreds of millions worldwide will flood squares, avenues, 
and the halls of government.

But this moment needs to happen now.

We are running out of time.

—Adam McKay
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SnapGive, Yellow Dot Studios, 2023

Saul Appelbaum: Staci, will you introduce us to Yellow Dot Studios?

Staci Roberts-Steele: Yellow Dot is a nonprofit climate media company. We focus on combating the 
disinformation of fossil fuel companies, oil, coal, and gas companies. We use comedy in much of what 
we do, but not all of it. It’s an excellent way to address the issues. Climate change is a worldwide issue 
that’s affecting every single type of person. It’s not one class or one demographic. Everyone gets and 
understands information differently. Comedy is a way to seep into the people who find it easier to 
understand science through entertainment or relate to humor more.

SA: What’s the role of hyperbole and narrative within this? Is the plotline even hyperbole anymore, or is 
it an unfathomably insane reality?

SRS: We’ll take a slice of life and spin it on its head. We put some extremes in it so that people can view 
it from a different angle. But what’s interesting is that it keeps catching up with us. Every time we do 
something crazy, it catches up. We made a video called SnapGive. It was about this couple fighting over 
where they had donated to the disasters. They realized that they had donated to the same disasters. 
There were so many disasters, and you were supposed to donate to that disaster. It’s about the 
absurdity of the world that we live in, and we’re not talking about where the disasters are coming from. 
We’re all panicked about how we’re supposed to be a part of it. 

The film Don’t Look Up was the beginning of Yellow Dot. Adam wrote it in December of 2019. By the 
spring, when we were going to shoot, a lot had happened, like COVID. He had to change the whole 
script to make it crazier. Even looking at the film now, you watch it, and everything they’re talking about 
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Installation view of Joseph Beuys: In Defense of Nature at The Broad, Los Angeles, November 16, 2024 
to March 23, 2025. Photo by Joshua White/JWPictures.com, courtesy of The Broad.

is happening now. So yes, we have this extreme hyperbolic way of doing things, but we do it because 
it’s rooted in reality.

3/2/26, 9:40 AM I Can't Go On Living Like This — Curator

https://curator.guide/i-cant-go-on-living-like-this 5/23



SA: Before this panel, Sarah gave us a private tour of Joseph Beuys: In Defense of Nature. Thank you so 
much for that, Sarah. It was revealing because I’ve never seen a comprehensive display of Beuys’ 
multiples and how they tap into the performances, real politics, and social activism. Second, I was 
cracking up. A lot of work is like hyperbolic absurdist comedic relief in the context of serious art. There’s 
common ground here between Yellow Dot and Beuys’ approach. Staci, I love the billboard campaign 
that Yellow Dot did in Texas. 

SRS: We used pictures of the effects of Hurricane Beryl in Texas. The billboard was a giant picture of a 
street, and a street sign was just peeking out of the water. It simply said, “You’re Welcome, Houston 
Love, Big Oil and Gas.” Things like that that we threw up without much planning. We didn’t even tell the 
press. We put it in neighborhoods, took pictures, and put it online. What is comedic and serious relates 
a lot to Adam McKay’s whole ethos when you look at The Big Short or Don’t Look Up. It’s taking those 
two sides of the coin and realizing how closely related they are.

Installation view, Joseph Beuys: In Defense of Nature, The Broad, Los Angeles, November 16, 2024 — 
March 23, 2025. Photo by Joshua White/JWPictures.com, courtesy of The Broad.
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SA: Sarah, the exhibit contains multiples about Beuys’ formation of the satirical political party and 
artwork A Political Party for Animals! I feel this binary here, too.

Yellow Dot Studios Billboard Campaign, Houston, Texas, 2024

Yellow Dot Studios Billboard Campaign, Houston, Texas, 2024
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Sarah Loyer: It’s a thought exercise asking what would animals care about? What are the things that 
they would foreground in that political party? What’s their agenda?

It was essential to Andrea and me to bring Beuys’ work to an audience and make it feel alive and 
contemporary because it’s easy to put those objects in cases and have them detached from our current 
reality. It’s challenging to take multiples and all these different kinds of objects, many of them found 
objects, some of which are literal garbage that he’s manipulated in some small or large way, and 
translate that to an audience meaningfully. Humor plays a huge role. That was also important to 
foreground in the show. It’s in almost every gallery. There are absurdist performances, like his 
contributions to Fluxus. It also extends to many other works, like digging up potatoes as a work of art, 
jumping in a peat bog, or these environmental actions that are seemingly banal but absurd and funny on 
their face. There’s a lot of hyperbole in it.

Andrea Gyorody: Many of the multiples deal with communication as an idea. They embody a lot of 
ambivalence about art’s ability to “communicate or to have a message.” Having that in the work is 
essential when it’s a message or agenda-driven. Beuys simultaneously questions how it is possible to 
communicate politically in art. Can art function in that way? How would animals communicate their 
needs to us in a political party for animals? How would they be represented if they can’t speak in a 
language we understand? Beuys proposed many absurdist gestures in the early ’60s. He made this 
absurdist proposition to raise the Berlin Wall by five centimeters to make it better sculpturally. He is both 
nodding to the fact that so much of the architecture of fascism and other authoritarian systems is a 
sculptural or aesthetic problem, but also that dealing with that through humor and absurdity is maybe a 
better way of getting at those issues than in a head-on way.

He did both throughout his career. When he ran for office several times, he did it quite earnestly. Still, I 
also believe that he knew it was relatively unlikely and that by doing that publicly, he would push the role 
that art can and should play in society and the limitations that we put on art in allowing it to have certain 
kinds of influence and not other types, a certain amount of power, but not too much. The German press 
frequently discussed him as a jokester or a prankster. So, there was always this way of containing him 
under this rubric. Can we take him seriously? Are these gestures and statements real, or are they about 
an absurdist and artistic position towards society? There was always a question about that in Germany, 
and that part has not translated so much in an American context, where he’s this incredibly self-serious 
person. There are many Beuys, but a serious Beuys and a prankster Beuys are part of the same 
persona.
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Joseph Beuys, A Political Party for Animals!, 1974. Proof sheet for sugar envelopes, with handwritten 
addition, stamped. © 2024 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. Photo by 
Joshua White/JWPictures.com

Detail, Joseph Beuys, A Political Party for Animals!, 1974. Proof sheet for sugar envelopes, with 
handwritten addition, stamped. © 2024 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. 
Photo by Joshua White/JWPictures.com
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SL: 7,000 Oaks is an interesting example in Beuys’ work of something that does these two things 
simultaneously. He is pushing the institution of Documenta to do something extreme by going outside 
the museum and the museum’s grounds, planting 7,000 trees throughout the city and placing 7,000 
stone markers. It’s this massive undertaking. It also significantly impacts the individuals living in the city, 
who take ownership of it. There’s this seriousness in the radical gesture that is a decentralizing of 
authorship. Andrea and I were both interested in this as well.

Planting 7,000 trees and accomplishing that is insane. It’s the scale of that. It was hard to get 105 done 
on public land in Los Angeles! We’ve considered this project to have two prongs based on Beuys’ 
original project. The first is, of course, the environmental cause of planting trees as a proposition, as an 
artwork. Then, the other is the social healing embedded in the original work, which Andrea foregrounded 
in her scholarship and has shaped how we’ve thought about the project. 

Beuys piled all 7,000 stones outside of the museum on the public lawn. That was a visual one-to-one to 
the wreckage after World War II because Kassel, Germany, had been severely destroyed by Allied 
bombings as it was a German military manufacturing city. This callback to a wartime visual was a 
provocation that upset people. It was Beuys’ gesture to say, All right, you want this gone? Well, you 
have to plant every tree. For each tree that’s grown, a stone will move. It forced the hand of the city.

We also thought a lot about that with Social Forest. We thought about the social and environmental 
healing that needed to happen here in LA, which led us to work closely with some Tongva Gabrielino 
advisors, local Indigenous knowledge keepers. The Tongva people are not federally recognized, so there 
is no communal land. It felt important to us to work with land that was publicly stewarded for this 
project.
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Lazaro Arvizu Jr. playing the flute in Elysian Park, Los Angeles, 2024. Photo by Elon Schoenholz 
Photography, courtesy of The Broad

Hands cradling oak acorns in Elysian Park, Los Angeles, 2024. Photo by Elon Schoenholz Photography, 
courtesy of The Broad
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Nato Thompson: Beuys was so complex. He fabricated a mythology himself, and he was an operator. 
By the time he came to the United States, he was renowned, and people were skeptical of him because 
of his fame in the art world. It was like a Western European product. He was very savvy at manipulating 
the media to his benefit. He is also very media-conscious about who he is. I remember there was this 
fantastic interview. He got a lot of pushback at the Guggenheim when he did a talk. People questioned 
his mythologizing and not the hard-nosed real politics. It was in the era of anti-Vietnam War activism. 
People didn’t want mythologies, but in some ways, they didn’t want art. They didn’t want something 
symbolic at that moment. As much as we credit Beuys with founding the Green Party as politics, the 
thing that he did more profoundly was to show that politics is myth-making.

And he embodied that. As for the work of Yellow Dot Studios and the gallows humor moments we are in, 
it’s tricky. I always feel like resting on raising awareness is a double-edged sword because today’s riddle 
is that we know what causes climate change, but why didn’t anyone stop or solve it?

SRS: We have solutions, but we’re not using them or scaling them up. That’s precisely what you’re 
saying. We know why it’s happening and how to fix it, yet there’s this weirdness in between where we do 

Installation view, Joseph Beuys: In Defense of Nature, The Broad, Los Angeles, November 16, 2024 — 
March 23, 2025. Photo by Joshua White/JWPictures.com, courtesy of The Broad.
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nothing.

NT: To connect the dots between Beuys and Yellow Dot, artists’ skill sets have been incorporated into 
marketing machines for everything, or symbolic language to produce meaning is now imbricated with 
power. People working in institutions, too, live in a mediated landscape perpetuated by a culture where 
any contradiction of power makes them easily vulnerable. But it also makes it difficult for those trying to 
produce with any distributive capacity to say anything controversial. We have these contradictions. We 
can call out power in Yellow Dot’s work, but power is remarkably insulated from public opinion. It only 
takes looking at Black Lives Matter to show how the police departments have not changed much based 
on all that movement. Occupy Wall Street did not change Wall Street much. We’re in a moment where 
these contradictions make everybody look like a hypocrite. You say this, but nothing happens. You say 
that, but nothing happens. It puts us all in this demoralizing situation today. How do you navigate that?

We Are Scientists, Yellow Dot Studios, 2024
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SRS: You’re right. It’s incredibly tricky. We’re up against these vast power structures, and we live within 
them. Looking at Hollywood, how can we discuss sustainability when putting these massive productions 
together and playing pretend? What’s the purpose of that? Is that doing anything when spending all this 
money and time? It complicates our film and TV side at Hyperobject [Adam McKay’s production 
company]. It’s trying to get projects off the ground, and we have to deal with these big corporations that 
say, oh, no, that goes against everything we stand for. The amount of progress we’ve been able to make 
is discouraging in many ways because we’re up against so much.

What is our role in all this? Is planting trees or making a film about the environmental crisis enough? We 
are this glue to culture, and every little act surrounding a piece of art, whether visual art or a movie, is 
about the conversations that come out of it. So, a role of this in my world, at least, is these actors. You 
must discuss that a hurricane shut down production on that press tour. You need to talk about what 
went on because of this fire. You need to connect these dots for people. Sometimes, our role is to take 
this art and this beauty or this darkness and glue it to the question of how this can affect change. The 
hope is that these cultural movements are the things that will eventually make a change. It just takes 
forever.

AG: Many works in the Beuys show that, depending on how you feel, that day could be depressing or 
hopeful. I took some friends through the other day, and we happened to catch a moment of this video of 
Beuys talking to people at Documenta in 1972, where he had set up this office for direct democracy. It 
was him sitting there for 100 days, and people would come in, and they could get pamphlets, chitchat, 
and learn about this notion of direct democracy. In that video, he talks about how we should pay 
housewives what we call universal basic income today to acknowledge their labor. I’m standing there 
like, it’s been 53 years, and that is still a radical idea that people can’t take seriously. It’s the idea that 
some forms of labor in our society go completely unpaid and undervalued.

On the one hand, you could say, “Wow, nothing’s changed in 53 years. What are we doing?” On the 
other hand, these ideas are still alive. From the get-go, Sarah and I asked how we would make Beuys 
relevant to an LA audience in 2024—25. That hasn’t been difficult because much of what he was talking 
about is still hyper-relevant and increasingly so. We opened the exhibition very close to the election, and 
we were installing it when Trump was reelected, which made us reflect on the antifascist aims in Beuys’ 
work and rhetoric—his rhetoric is particularly complex because, despite opposing fascism, he remains a 
figure associated with Germany’s fascist past. He still holds an authoritative position. How do we deal 
with all these contradictions in this exhibition, in this person, in his work? And what can we learn from 
them?
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about the conversations that come out of it. So, a role of this in my world, at least, is these actors. You 
must discuss that a hurricane shut down production on that press tour. You need to talk about what 
went on because of this fire. You need to connect these dots for people. Sometimes, our role is to take 
this art and this beauty or this darkness and glue it to the question of how this can affect change. The 
hope is that these cultural movements are the things that will eventually make a change. It just takes 
forever.

AG: Many works in the Beuys show that, depending on how you feel, that day could be depressing or 
hopeful. I took some friends through the other day, and we happened to catch a moment of this video of 
Beuys talking to people at Documenta in 1972, where he had set up this office for direct democracy. It 
was him sitting there for 100 days, and people would come in, and they could get pamphlets, chitchat, 
and learn about this notion of direct democracy. In that video, he talks about how we should pay 
housewives what we call universal basic income today to acknowledge their labor. I’m standing there 
like, it’s been 53 years, and that is still a radical idea that people can’t take seriously. It’s the idea that 
some forms of labor in our society go completely unpaid and undervalued.

On the one hand, you could say, “Wow, nothing’s changed in 53 years. What are we doing?” On the 
other hand, these ideas are still alive. From the get-go, Sarah and I asked how we would make Beuys 
relevant to an LA audience in 2024—25. That hasn’t been difficult because much of what he was talking 
about is still hyper-relevant and increasingly so. We opened the exhibition very close to the election, and 
we were installing it when Trump was reelected, which made us reflect on the antifascist aims in Beuys’ 
work and rhetoric—his rhetoric is particularly complex because, despite opposing fascism, he remains a 
figure associated with Germany’s fascist past. He still holds an authoritative position. How do we deal 
with all these contradictions in this exhibition, in this person, in his work? And what can we learn from 
them?
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Joseph Beuys, Der Unbesiegbare (The Invincible), 1979. Poster, silkscreen on paper. © 2024 Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. Photo by Joshua White/JWPictures.com
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SA: Staci, in an earlier conversation, you mentioned how big businesses put environmental responsibility 
back onto consumers or individuals by emphasizing personal recycling rather than taking responsibility 
for implementing more significant structural change. 

SRS: When I started thinking about climate and environmental issues in my lifetime, the ’90s into 2000s 
came to mind, when there was this idea that consumers needed to recycle and be conscientious of their 
carbon footprint. This was an important idea, but the reality was that the oil company BP coined the 
term “carbon footprint” in the early 2000s to shift the blame onto individuals. It was also a way to place 
responsibility on individuals with the directive “this is what you need to do” when, in reality, today, 
around 80 oil, coal, and gas companies are responsible for roughly 75% of greenhouse gases and 90% 
of carbon emissions.

Joseph Beuys, Stimmzettel (Ballot), 1980. Ballot paper stamped. © 2024 Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. Photo by Joshua White/JWPictures.com
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As early as the 1970s, these companies knew that their activities were trapping heat in the Earth’s 
atmosphere, contributing to global warming and extreme weather. They hired scientists, understood the 
consequences, and actively covered it up. So, this emphasis on individual action is significant—it’s like a 
gateway drug. When you think, “I have an electric car now,” or “I’m eating more plant-based food,” 
those are great steps and should be part of the conversation. But the reality is that a handful of 
companies are still responsible for the majority of pollution today.

SA: A lot of the media and press for Yellow Dot put pressure on forcing the hands of large corporations 
to take responsibility.

SRS: To do something. It’s funny when Sara talked about the trees and the rocks in 7,000 Oaks and how 
it put forth that we’ll remove the stones when you plant trees. That’s what many climate activists are 
doing with the proposition that we’ll stop going in and blocking the US capital when you stop taking 
fossil fuel money and dictating legislation around it. It’s all interconnected.
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NT: We have an accountability issue regarding structural power because, for instance, many people’s 
retirement funds make money off oil and gas. It’s a lot of money, and mainly how the corporations are 
set up, nobody feels accountable. That Eichmann in Jerusalem thing where Hannah Arendt looked at the 
trials of Eichmann, looked at the Holocaust, and there was this guy who was in charge of a 
concentration camp. His alibi was that everyone was just doing their job, including himself. And that’s 
America. Everyone’s just doing their job. A lobbyist is just paying for a suburban home with his kids. 
Everybody’s just incrementally part of the problem. 

The way humans think in general is not in terms of statistics. We don’t think in terms of big structural 
things. We always want someone to blame. We want a personality. That’s how we tell stories. What do 
we do with this tribal human thing? How do we confront structural issues where no one is to blame?

Staci, we’re talking about myth-making, right? For Yellow Dot, how do you tell a story about structural 
inequities? I get Amazon at my door all the time, but there’s no way that I’m a hypocrite, right? There’s a 
little chipping away where we make these little compromises that all add to something more significant.

The First Honest Chevron Ad, Yellow Dot Studios, 2023
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SRS: That is the role of art and storytelling. If you said to someone, “Hey, you have to stop getting those 
Amazon packages because you’re burning down rainforests,” they’re going to be like, “What? No, thank 
you.” Whereas when you have this distance from it as an audience member, and we highlight an issue 
through a story that’s maybe not even directly related, it does have a deeper effect. I think you’re right. 
We live in this system where making these hard lines is impossible.

NT: We are in a very historically specific moment. The effects of social media and everybody being a 
media maker have produced a very complex political landscape for us, mentally, personally, and 
privately. It’s all conflated into mediation. Everybody feels it. It’s not just COVID. Social media in the 
collective psyche is unique in how we shape politics and how people understand their actions and 
reactions. I want to underscore that because art is a conversation around representation. Beuys said 
everyone’s an artist. It’s a mixed bag when that’s true.

SRS: And the same with activism. The chickens have come home to roost on that one.

The Broad Museum
Joseph Beuys: In Defense of Nature
Los Angeles, November 6, 2024 — March 23, 2025

Yellow Dot Studios

Dreaming in Public
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Saul Appelbaum holds a Bachelor of Fine Art from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, a Master 
of Architecture from Cornell University, and a Master of Fine Art from the University of Chicago. His work 
spans art, architecture, fashion, and media, with collaborations across major institutions, publications, 
and artists. He has worked with Harper’s Bazaar, Elle, InStyle, Vogue, Numéro, and L’Officiel, as well as 
cultural organizations such as Serpentine Gallery, The Broad, the Museum of the African Diaspora, the 
Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art, and the Kunstmuseum Bern. His art and design 
collaborations include Marian Goodman Gallery, Petzel Gallery, de Sarthe Gallery, and Kohn Pedersen 
Fox Associates. He has also worked with figures such as Tony Cragg, Ann Hamilton, Pope.L, Natalia 
Reyes, Diego Boneta, Mick Jenkins, and Adam McKay’s Yellow Dot Studios. Additionally, he has 
contributed to initiatives such as Nato Thompson’s The Alternative Art School, Rocco Castoro’s SCNR, 
Kids of Immigrants, and the Atlanta Art Fair.

Sarah Loyer is curator and exhibitions manager at The Broad. She curated Keith Haring: Art Is for 
Everybody (2023), the first museum exhibition of the artist’s work in Los Angeles, and This Is Not 
America’s Flag (2022), featuring over 20 artists critically engaging with the U.S. flag. She also led The 
Broad’s presentation of Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power 1963–1983 (2019), organized by 
Tate Modern, for which she received a 2020 Curatorial Award for Excellence. Since joining The Broad in 
2014, she has worked on numerous exhibitions. Loyer holds a Master’s in Public Art Studies from the 
University of Southern California and a B.A. in Media and Cultural Studies from The New School.
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Andrea Gyorody is director of the Frederick R. Weisman Museum of Art at Pepperdine University, where 
she has worked to deepen the museum’s engagement with the campus community through exhibitions, 
programs, and academic outreach. Since 2021, she has organized a conversation series on art and 
religion, initiated a multi-year collections care project, and curated exhibitions, including the forthcoming 
Hildur Asgeirsdóttir Jónsson: Infinite Space, Sublime Horizons. Previously, she was the Ellen Johnson 
’33 Assistant Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art at the Allen Memorial Art Museum at Oberlin 
College, where she focused on diversifying the permanent collection and collaborated across college 
departments to develop programming in support of equity and inclusion efforts.

Staci Roberts-Steele is managing director and executive producer at Yellow Dot Studios, Adam 
McKay’s nonprofit climate media company. Previously, she was a production executive at Hyperobject 
Industries, where she co-produced Don’t Look Up, starring Leonardo DiCaprio, Jennifer Lawrence, and 
Meryl Streep. She also produced the Webby- and Ambie-nominated podcast The Last Movie Ever Made, 
about the film’s production. As an actor, she has appeared in Parks and Recreation, Agents of 
S.H.I.E.L.D., 90210, as well as in McKay’s Vice and Don’t Look Up. She is an alumna of Vassar College, 
Second City, and iO Chicago.

Adam McKay is an Academy Award-winning writer, director, and producer known for his sharp social 
and political satire. He co-wrote and directed The Big Short (2015), which earned him an Oscar for Best 
Adapted Screenplay, and Vice (2018), which was nominated for eight Academy Awards. His 2021 film 
Don’t Look Up, a dark comedy about political dysfunction in the face of global crisis, became one of 
Netflix’s most-watched releases and was nominated for four Academy Awards, including Best Picture. 
McKay first gained prominence as head writer for Saturday Night Live before co-founding the influential 
comedy platform Funny or Die. He has since expanded into climate activism, founding Yellow Dot 
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Studios, a nonprofit media company focused on environmental storytelling and combating fossil fuel 
disinformation.

Nato Thompson began his career as a curator at MASS MoCA, where he organized large-scale 
exhibitions, including The Interventionists: Art in the Social Sphere, a survey of political art from the 
1990s. He later served as chief curator and artistic director at Creative Time in New York, where he 
produced major public art projects such as Kara Walker’s A Subtlety, Paul Chan’s Waiting for Godot, 
Ramírez Jonas’s Key to the City, and Trevor Paglen’s The Last Pictures, while also organizing summits 
on art and social justice. He was a partner at artw ld, working with contemporary artists on high-end 
digital artworks, and collaborated with Philadelphia Contemporary on plans for a 21st-century museum 
in Philadelphia. He is currently the founder and director of the Alternative Art School, an online platform 
connecting visionary artists with working artists worldwide.
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Saul Appelbaum speaks with artist Chris Dorland about painting, 
process, technology, and life-like dystopias in this exclusive interview 
and multi-channel short film. 
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Saul Appelbaum: When our initial dialogue began back in the spring of 2023, you sent me a series of 
PDFs outlining your trajectory from 2002 - 2023. What stood out most was how you’ve grappled with 
technology, aligned that with some hard-won original and quite beautiful gestures in painting, and then 
carefully laid out each invention into a retrospectively logical linear timeline, plot line, progression, or 
progress, if you will. What do you think about linear narrative or plotline in the life of an artist?

Chris Dorland: Yeah, it’s weird. I have a real need to order and structure things in a way that makes 
sense and appears linear, at least to me. It’s almost like a pathology: constant chiseling, ratcheting, and 
adjusting. Refining. It’s definitely my system for coping with the chaos. The creative process is like 
punching in the dark over long stretches while trying to build something that has no inherent logic or 
structure until it’s revealed or imposed. But maybe in a more general way, it’s my coping mechanism for 
the overall disorder and instability of being alive. Either way, I sort of obsessively structure and 
restructure things.

Agile Cinema™: Narrative Fieldwork, The Pioneers, 2024
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Detail, Untitled (necro techno), 2024. Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio and Super Dakota. Photo: New 
Document

Untitled (necro techno), 2024. Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio and Super Dakota. Photo: New Document
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SA: Does your focus on fiction operate in parallel to the more or less real dystopian results of 
modernism, its hopes, spirit, abstractions, tropes, desires, dreamscapes, horrors, etc.? It’s perhaps like 
parallel shooting and editing in film. Maybe it’s like the romance parallel in The Matrix. Maybe there’s 
more to life than purist abstraction and pure data. Cross fade from a love scene to dystopian hell, and 
then back to love, and so on.

CD: Yes it’s definitely important to cut to the love scene every once in a while. It’s not all just a 
hellscape. To be alive means we also have the great privilege to witness heartbreaking beauty and 
connection. I find myself moved to tears more often than I like to admit. The world, and ultimately 
humanity, is so fragile. It’s also important to laugh a lot. 

SA: Will you tell me about your upcoming presentation at Art Brussels?

CD: The Brussels presentation with Super Dakota is pretty straightforward. I’m very excited about it. The 
booth will consist of five large new paintings from a body of work I’ve been referring to as 
screenscrapes. They were all made over the last six months. The only additional intervention to the 
presentation is a chrome metallic floor covering. The idea is for the paintings to reflect and shimmer on 
the floor; hopefully it’s going to feel like entering a mechanized dream space. The paintings are dense 
and compressed, like digital palimpsests of future ruins.
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Untitled (background host), 2024; Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio and Super Dakota. Photo: New 
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SA: I’m still determining if it’s straightforward. You made them recently so they would fit into something 
you told me about your latest series: they have a “synthetic reality” to them, or “Meat-space thrust into 
digital space in ways that the two collapse and merge, creating a new third space.”

Let’s flashback to some of your earliest paintings in a linear plotline. It’s a story of a youngster sweetly 
painting modernist architecture. Then, there’s a loss of innocence via terrorism, financial collapse, and a 
pandemic happening almost in real time on the global media stage. You move into an acceptance of that 
reality of constant crisis and full throttle frame it, a kind of “techno violence,” also in your words. Is there 
any resolution in this plotline?

CD: I have plenty of concerns, but I don’t know if resolution is one of them. Time and space operate 
differently in the studio–I think the studio suspends linear time and ultimately morphs into something 
liquid and multi-directional. Creative time operates on a different matrix. Hours can fly by, and on other 
days, time can stretch out, and minutes can seem interminable. One is constantly finding, losing, and 
reinventing the plot. I feel like an ouroboros is eating itself, spitting things back up, and rebuilding new 
limbs, only to chew them back up again and have them fall apart. And, of course, there is the constant 
toggle back and forth between physical and digital states. Nothing ever stays anywhere for too long in 
the studio. It’s in constant flux–until the work leaves, at which point it’s suspended and frozen like an 
archaeological relic of time spent doing, or thinking, about something.

SA: Your work focuses on dystopian narratives. Some of the attributes of your paintings relate to 
cyberpunk color schemes, glitch-like layering, and the collapse of meaning in a soul-crushingly dense 
information network advertising hell, bound to a chair, eyes mechanically pried open, in an isolation 
chamber, as seen in Clockwork Orange. That’s an incredible cinematic dream sequence that’s also more 
or less real, no? It makes me shudder with fear.

Detail, Untitled (background host), 2024. Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio and Super Dakota. Photo: New 
Document
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Document
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CD: I flew to Mexico for a family vacation earlier this year. The entertainment system, courtesy of 
DIRECTTV, was super janky and outdated, but it couldn’t have been that old. There was a weird 
contradiction to its clumsy anachronism. It felt and operated like dial-up. For the whole flight, and I 
mean the entire flight without interruption, the monitors on the seats across from us (and everyone 
else’s) were playing ads for the airline. You couldn’t turn them off. You could only switch to watching 
whatever crap shows were available. It was terrible. Ad after ad after ad. Cruises, flights, credit cards. It 
wouldn’t stop. We ended up covering the screens with tape we had brought with us to keep our kid 
busy. At the end of the flight–the steward gets on the P.A. to say “Thanks for flying United” and then 
promptly dives into reading a script for a branded credit card advertisement. The whole experience was 
insane. Not only because it was a literal form of consumer torture that we were subjected to but 
because you could feel that it was also kind of quaint and old-fashioned. The whole flight, I thought, god 
fucking help us all, imagining what’s in store for us as capitalism continues its death spiral towards its 
next phase. When that phoenix rises from the ashes–it’s going to be terrifying.

SA: In many of your other interviews, you often use variations on the word capital. I usually cringe a little 
when I hear it. It feels like a stand-in for everything. Recently, I’ve given a lot of thought to libertinage 
and the idea that humans are first and foremost primal pleasure seekers, and knowing that one may 
create a series of checks and balances that are more predictable and civilized. Capitalism, I have much 
more trouble wrapping my head around. What do you mean by hyper-capitalism, late-capitalism, 
capitalism, capitalist, etc.?

CD: Yeah, I mean, I feel you. I think everyone, myself included, groans a bit at the mention of 
“Capitalism.” But at the same time, there is a reason capitalism or its multi-headed derivatives show up 
so much as a subject or catchphrase within critical contemporary thinking and the arts: it’s monstrously 
dominant and permeates all our lives without exception—even the richest among us can’t fully escape 
its tentacles. To reference the now-famous quote by Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek: “It’s easier to 
imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism.”

I grew up in Montreal, Canada, just north of the N.Y. border. My Dad, in particular, really exposed me to 
an incredible amount of pop culture in the form of music, television, and movies starting at a very young 
age. He was a communications and media professor, and despite his Marxist roots, he enabled me to 
flourish as a consumer for some reason. There were very few boundaries, if any; it was almost perverse. 
We watched The Shining when I was five years old. I mean, it’s kind of insane in retrospect. So, as a kid, 
I was heavily invested in consumer culture. As I got older, mainly as I developed my first body of work, I 
came to understand that the myth of the future, of progress, or even the cherished concept of “freedom” 
are all interconnected into the logic of a particular brand of American-made corporate capitalism that 
has functioned very effectively as a form of highly effective propaganda that has enabled a tremendous 
amount of ideological dominance over the planet. One can easily see how Hollywood functions the 
seductive dream factory in the propaganda machine. It’s so pervasive and all-encompassing a matrix 
that it’s almost impossible to delineate. It’s as if we’re all living in the Truman Show inside some giant 
mechanical dome we can’t visualize. That’s why the financial crisis was so powerful: it was a significant 

Untitled (leviathan), 2016. Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio and Super Dakota. Photo: Isabelle Arthuis
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crack in the ideological screen. And as such, it exposed that there was an illusion. Unsurprisingly, Mark 
Fischer’s writings emerged at that time and were so influential in analyzing and dissecting what he calls 
“Capitalist Realism.”

I’m pretty sure we no longer really live under late-stage capitalism but have already begun to slowly 
morph into whatever postcapitalism is. The conditions of which will slowly reveal themselves over the 
next few decades. Cryptocurrency and AI are both likely going to play prominent roles in that. To 
reference Leonard Cohen: “I’ve seen the future, brother. It is murder.”

Exhibition view, Chris Dorland: New Day, 2021, Lyles & King, New York. Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio 
and Lyles & King. Photo: Charles Benton
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Exhibition view, Chris Dorland: New Day, 2021, Lyles & King, New York. Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio 
and Lyles & King. Photo: Charles Benton
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SA: In another interview, you joked that if you weren’t a painter, you’d be a C.E.O. Your paintings nod to 
managerial factory production, bureaucracy, and marketing. Are you serially pounding out units or 
products? Do you sign your paintings? What about blockchain signatures? Do you do cost, sales, and 
demand analysis? 

CD: Yeah, I was tongue in cheek, but there was a tiny grain of truth–or at least of possibility, in that 
answer. But the older I get, the more obvious it is how dysfunctional and unhappy I become if I’m away 
from the studio for too long. So, that ultimately limits my options!

In terms of production, I like to make work, and I’m productive, but I’m definitely not pounding out units 
or anything. I have a fairly low annual output and always have. But I think it’s hard for anyone involved in 
the production of a painting not to be aware of its status as a commodity object. It’s definitely the most 
commercial of the fine arts and the most market-friendly. I think all contemporary painting grapples with 
that condition to some extent.

I maintain a fairly extensive and comprehensive database for my work. And I love the idea of barcodes 
or Q.R. codes for each painting, but it also feels a bit gimmicky, not to mention sort of annoying to have 
to manage an additional management system, which is why I haven’t implemented a barcode system 
(yet!). I’ve also considered backing my paintings with blockchain. And conceptually, I’m into it, if not 
entirely. It all adds a whole new layer of management that, while compelling, feels a bit too cute of a 
gesture for me to take action. But once the technology evolves a little further, it will make sense, and I’ll 
adopt something along those lines. 

I think a lot about hardware vs. software when it comes to how my work operates in the world or what 
kind of physical substrate is needed for it to snap into focus. It’s probably my roots as a painter, but 
ultimately, I’m most drawn to things that have hardware as opposed to purely digital works. I’ve often 
described my work as operating like a virus hunting for host bodies to take over. And yeah, I’m a fan of 
analyzing the analytics when possible.

SA: I have a confession. I had some dark thoughts. What if painting, writing, and ideas are only beautiful 
insofar as they’re also quite evil, things worth doing ineffable horrors for, like diamonds, gold, data, 
nation, and religion, and we’re all complicit? Maybe the horrors even feel good to commit. What if the 
beauty of art, thought, poetics, and systems sets the stage for us to commit horrendous acts at a 
distance, like the beauty of a Taurus missile? 

CD: Those are both excellent and legitimate questions. I have a lot of dark thoughts as well. Art 
functions in tandem with humankind. Humans, while capable of heartbreaking beauty, are monstrous 
and wretched little creatures as well. The history of the world is built upon humans doing horrible and 
atrocious things. It’s delusional not to acknowledge that about human nature. What makes art so 
powerful is that it’s adept at holding those complex contradictions together at once—the beautiful and 
the vile.
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SA: I usually severely cut my preparatory observations for these interviews, but going out on a limb, all 
of this dystopia and madness in our ongoing conversation gave me a space to come to terms with 
Marquis de Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom. Thank you for that. I recently completed it after about two years. 
I kept putting it down when things got too intense, when I started to see myself and those around me 
echoed and reflected in it. It was a more intense experience than Sartre’s Nausea and Bataille’s Story of 

Untitled (data haven), 2021. Courtesy Chris Dorland Studio and Super Dakota. Photo: Isabelle Arthuis
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the Eye. It started to palpably and negatively color my world outlook and observations about money, 
sexuality, and power in the art and culture industries, and society at large.

Yet despite this, on a good day, I still believe in the positive energy of sublimation or turning primal urges 
like greed, stealing, murder, etc., into culture or something civilized, like philanthropy, S&M, painting, and 
legal justice at their best. Last month, I did a web search for Eros. I happened upon the Merriam-
Webster definition with an entry that read, “Eros is the sum of life-preserving instincts manifested as 
impulses to gratify basic needs, as sublimated impulses, and as impulses to protect and preserve the 
body and mind. Compare Death Instinct”. That was a light at the end of the tunnel moment, or another 
cliché, that love is the cure.

I’d venture to say your art expresses quite well the inhumanity and humanity of it all. It’s about as 
oxymoronic as the idea of progressive libertinage, yet those two conditions sometimes exist 
simultaneously in the same person or thing. There’s good and evil, yet no moral or ethical compass or 
imperative, no resolution, no catharsis, no progress, yet it’s moving the discourse forward, and the 
tactility of painting as a process feels good to make and behold, like making love and pornography. 
Alternatively, maybe you’ve cleared the playing field for us with a process of speculation and then 
elimination, arbitrated noise into silence, and crystalized ideas so we may look at a painting and enjoy it 
while calmly coming to terms with our imperfections, like public therapeutic catharsis. You may be more 
like a public servant or official. Thank you for your unwavering commitment and service to the arts, 
humanities, public good, and nation. Here’s your title, Sir Dorland, and a platinum medal. All of the 
above? Did you see Everything Everywhere All at Once? It has some spectacular bureaucratic and 
dream sequences.

CD: I love this—all of the above. Thank you. 

SA: All of the above gets under the skin of the beautiful and tragic human condition without making 
hasty judgments. That’s an accomplishment—progress. Is this end cliché? Do you have any thoughts 
that may be less so? Maybe something with a redemptive and uplifting quality?

CD: “Time moves in one direction, memory another. We are that strange species that constructs 
artifacts intended to counter the natural flow of forgetting.” ― William Gibson.

Chris Dorland is a New York based artist working in painting and digital media. His work examines the 
ways in which technology frames and reproduces reality. Dorland uses a variety of screens, scanners 
and other tools to explore the increasingly tenuous boundaries between physical and digital 
environments, actual and virtual realities. His work has been exhibited nationally and internationally.
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On the Critical Attitude

The critical attitude
Strikes many people as unfruitful
That is because they find the state
Impervious to their criticism
But what in this case is an unfruitful attitude
Is merely a feeble attitude.  Give criticism arms
And states can be demolished by it.

Canalising a river
Grafting a fruit tree
Educating a person
Transforming a state
These are instances of fruitful criticism
And at the same time instances of art.1

--------------------

I rarely repeat myself, however, and I throw away things after I’m
done, so there’s really no option of showing my works for a second
time. I discard and redo. I have nothing stored away for re-exhibition,
save for my original calendar project, which I’ve kept for some time. It’s
interesting to look back at the piece with some ten years of distance.
...
But an overarching theme is the creation of complexity in temporal
structures—creating confusion that will lead to a questioning of the
structure of time itself, of how one exists in time. This idea exists in
almost all of my projects, even if it is expressed in different forms.
Sometimes it touches on themes of race, immigration, or cultural
(mis)production. In truth, my basic rationale concerns the confusion of
temporal structures to question how we inhabit them. So in almost
every piece there must be a multiplicity of exhibition venues and a
partitioning of gallery space in order to suggest this sense of
time-out-of-joint.2

--------------------

Once those formal decisions are made, there are ethical issues to
consider. If I truly “appropriate” this work, then I must faithfully
copy/write every word of the newspaper. No matter how tempted I
might be to alter the words of a disagreeable politician or film critic, I
cannot do so without undermining the strict “wholes” that appropriation
trucks in. My aim was to be as uncreative as possible; this was the
hardest part of the task, for with every keystroke came the “creative”
urge to fudge, skew, intervene. So, for a simple appropriation, it’s not
so simple. There were as many decisions, moral quandaries, linguistic
preferences, and philosophical dilemmas as there are in an original or
collaged work. And yet I still trumpet the work’s “valuelessness,” its

1 Bertolt Brecht, SOURCE
2 give the source

1



“nutritionlessness,” its lack of creativity and originality when clearly the
opposite is true.3

For over two decades, Dr. Thasnai Sethaseree (Doctor of Philosophy, Social Science) made

fruitful criticism through his political activist work with Chiang Mai Social Installation, organizing labor

and leisure as neither artwork nor not art work, curatorial gestures without originals (information and

media distribution), making stories and scripts, building stage-like-props, performing on and off stage, and

integrating the Chiang Mai University, Faculty of Fine Arts, Department of Media Arts and Design with

scholars and activists in political science and sociology.

If for many years, most of Sethaseree’s fruitful critical was discarded and redone, to set forth

the sense of time-out-of-joint, and now Sethaseree is storing objects away for re-exhibition, then what

is the purpose of his archival object in a temporal structure that still touches on race, immigration, or

cultural (mis)production?  Is the temporal structure the same as before, requiring a multiplicity of

exhibition venues?

To answer the question of temporality, multiple locations, time-out-of-joint, and an archival body of

work begins with Sethaseree’s new body of drawings, paintings, and sculptures, including their unarchived

foundation.  The artist’s unarchival series make it like home...anywhere? started around 2002.  He

focused on a common bond between most people, an imaginative picture of what makes life better.

Everyone’s picture is different, yet the type is the same.  Sometimes a common picture goes hand-in-hand

with a common action, e.g. immigration as an action to live the better-life-picture.  New opportunities not

available in one’s home country (either imaginary or real) lead to action on imagination.

Once the major action takes place, one faces challenges like feelings of uprootedness.  Many long

for things they left behind.  These things become another common picture.  This return picture includes

missing opportunities.  One collective action on this common picture is to build edifice or entire districts in

cities based on cultural return (China Town, Bangkok, Little Italy, New York City, Polish Downtown,

Chicago).  This second home and immigrants’ reliance on one another in a foreign place is the shaky or

out-of-joint foundation for make it like home...anywhere?

With pictures of these pictures in mind Sethaseree began creating

picture-medium-specific-event-place-structure-object combinations in what he called the three project

rings of make it like home...anywhere?  The first project ring consisted of events for immigrants in

Chicago, the second was ideologically based in the Utopia Station, Venice Biennale, and the third a series

3 Kenneth Goldsmith, Uncreative Writing, Columbia University Press, 2011
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picture-medium-specific-event-place-structure-object combinations in what he called the three project

rings of make it like home...anywhere?  The first project ring consisted of events for immigrants in

Chicago, the second was ideologically based in the Utopia Station, Venice Biennale, and the third a series

3 Kenneth Goldsmith, Uncreative Writing, Columbia University Press, 2011
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of ?ad slicks? published in fashion magazines.4

In his Chicago home in a Puerto Rican neighborhood in the South-Side of Chicago he made a

community garden, planting native Thai herbs with a Thai community.  Already, we have several

cultural-temporal overlays, with several immigrant stories and times, between the long term history of

Black People in the South-Side of Chicago and a Puerto Rican and Thai community.  While there is direct

and tight correlation, or specificity, between the return picture, the object (Thai herbs), and gathering a

group from Thailand in a foreign land mass (garden), the return picture is anything but full as in Chinatown,

exasperating time-out-of-joint, a foreign group in a foreign land.

In Chicago, Sethaseree organized a field trip to go fishing with ?Thai immigrants? in ?Mississippi?

on ?the Mississippi River?  The idea here is that leisure time together allows people to bond about the

difficulties facing immigrants.

IF I AM TO SAY MORE ABOUT THE FISHING TRIP, I NEED MORE INFORMATION IN

EITHER ARTICLE FORM OR THROUGH INTERVIEW WITH THE ARTIST

IF I AM TO SAY ANYTHING ABOUT THE SECOND AND THIRD PROJECT RINGS (THE

POSTER FOR UTOPIA STATION (RAMBUTAN SOCIETY) AND THE CONCEPTUAL FILM, I

NEED MORE INFORMATION IN EITHER ARTICLE FORM OR THROUGH INTERVIEW WITH

THE ARTIST.

THE TAKE AWAY FROM THIS WILL BE THE CONFUSION THAT IS CAUSED BY

DISTRIBUTION OF A BODY OF WORK THROUGH MULTIPLE CHANNELS, AND

PURPOSEFULL NON-SEQUITURS

While there are media remnants from these these projects (documentation and publicity for

instance), there are very few, if any art objects in the traditional sense (painting, sculpture, drawing, art

photograph, art film, etc).  Sethaseree did begin another series of drawings alongside make it like

home...anywhere?, but most of these burnt in Dan Peterman’s studio fire Chicago;  it is almost a blessing

considering the smoke and mirrors, or temporal confusion this causes in the author when writing about a

4 make it like home…anywhere?, Garden activity/Site-Specific Conceptual Housing Project, Chicago,
U.S.A., 2002; make it like home…anywhere?, Poster Project, Utopia Station at the Haus der Kurst,
Munich, Gemany, 2003; make it like home…anywhere? (Excerpt), Conceptual Film Project, Venice
Biennale, Italy, 2003; make it like home…anywhere?, Poster Project (Traveling Exhibition), Utopia
Station at DasTAT, 2004.
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series that barely exists, yet plays an essential role in the artist’s current work with make it like

home...anywhere?

Regardless of the lack of material record, this series of drawings introduces a foreign element into

the artist’s overall way of working during this period.  If his overarching theme is the creation of

complexity in temporal structure and suggesting a sense of time-out-of-joint, through geo-temporal

distribution (splitting a consistent storyline), then the artist intensifies out-of-jointness by making archival

material non-sequiturs.  Inserting a traditional art object into this period shakes the temporary foundation of

make it like home...anywhere?, playing off the fleeting qualities of a garden, fishing trip, conceptual film

?IS THIS MADE AS A TRADITIONAL ART FILM?, and serial fashion magazine ad throwaway.

In these drawings he used carbon paper to think through encyclopedic order, knowledge systems,

and copying.  He retraced graphic symbols, lines, in an attempt to represent the entire Encyclopedia.  In

lieu of documentation of these drawings, one can imagine there were as many decisions, moral

quandaries, linguistic preferences, and philosophical dilemmas as there are in an original or

collaged work.  Notwithstanding the invaluable value of copying by a masterful hand, the unoriginality of

these drawings indicate another way that he thoroughly confuses temporality, but this time as a

meta-narrative in his oeuvre of temporary art.

One obsolete use of carbon paper was for financial transactions in analog credit card swipes.

While each copy had its own unique quality, it was not produced with the indeterminacies of hand.  The

raised information on the plastic card produces a similar result until it is flattened by use.  While there are

certainly an immense amount of value and creative choice in how an artist copies an Encyclopedia,

Sethaseree leaves it open whether or not this work could be produced indefinitely by other hands in the

future, under the blanket of his studio practice.  Yet while these drawings were an outlier, they are now

central to his current work with make it like home...anywhere?

from Of Poor BB

Of those cities will remain what passed through them, the
wind!

The house makes glad the eater: he clears it out.
We know that we’re the only tenants, provisional ones
And after us there will come: nothing worth talking about.5

--------------------

"Do you know what Edvard Munch said about photography?"
David Hockney asks me. "He said photography can never depict

5 Bertolt Brecht, SOURCE
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5 Bertolt Brecht, SOURCE
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heaven or hell."6

Before leaving Chicago Sethaseree talked with Thai immigrants about their ideal home, and asked

them to send pictures and drawings of this ideal to his new residence in Chiang Mai.  He received these

pictures in many mediums including drawings, magazine and book picture cut outs, and texts.

In Sethaseree’s current series make it like home...anywhere? he imagines the undepictabily of

return pictures in a series of thirty paintings (plates r - t), thirty original drawings paired with thirty copies

from a copy with carbon paper (the carbon paper itself will be on display but the original picture with hand

trace marks will be left in the archive (plates r - t)), and thirty stainless steel sculptures (plates x - z).

Sethaseree enlarges the original return pictures the immigrants in Chicago sent to him.  He puts

the picture on top of the carbon paper that is on top of a sheet of drawing paper.  One of the first drawing

acts is to overlay a grid not present in the original.  He then hand traces the picture with a pen.  The work

wears on patience and even muscle so while tracing the artist goes through personal recollections of

others’ memory.  Sethaseree said in a conversation with the author that he traces his memory of their

memory, but has no access after the first interaction with the person holding the return picture.  The

picture drops dead in the transfer.  The grid holds the perspectival representation of bodies, memories,

returns in limbo (sometimes becoming so dense that it becomes suppression) not unlike Dürer’s grid.  Not

only is the entire process a screen but so too is the artist’s language surrounding the drawings.  The house

makes glad the eater: he clears it out | We know that we’re the only tenants, provisional ones | And

after us there will come: nothing worth talking about.

For the paintings, Sethaseree does not physically trace a picture, but rather reconstructs it.  The

point here is not to harp on labyrinthian and endless competitive arguments (reliant on a sense of self

worth) between photographers and painters.  The point is that there is no heaven, hell, and return picture

exists on earth.  They are from another place.  They are from mind.  So while one can take photographs

and make paintings delineating these abstraction, both painters, photographers, and even authors may not

actually depict it.  On the one hand, mind is fleeting.  On the other, if we focus on the word depict, the

delineation becomes restrictive of photography, because no matter how elaborate the set, costume, and

make-up, the photograph is a direct material-light imprint of things that exist.  While paintings may

represent people, places, and things, in the end, these things don't exist, except in perception, then mind,

then painting, then audience perception, and then mind.  Even if the painter stands right in front of the thing

depicted, the painting is something else, other worldly, a material result of mind to be generous, or the

6 Jonathan Jones, The Guardian, Thursday 4 March 2004 12.07 GMT,
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2004/mar/04/photography
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profound foolish activity of someone that believes gooey paint-junk means something more than what it is.7

To be generous to photographs, there are parts of photography that stand outside the direct material result,

and perhaps these things are close to a depiction of heaven and hell, but it's closer to the language/poetics

of photography than anything else, e.g. invisible meaning in the series. 

NEED TO TALK WITH THASNAI MORE ABOUT THE PAINTINGS AND THE SCULPTURES.

COLD REFLECTION OF STAINLESS STEEL.  THINK ABOUT THE CASTING PROCESS.

Although we cannot access the mental picture of their ideal home, the pictorial translations are right in

front of us as facts, grounding the un-grounded idea that we have access to mental pictures from the past

through the eyes of an artist.  Similarly we will never access the mental picture/experience of his home

and this exhibit after the picture passes.  This is a temporal fact about communication and memory, yet

there it is again, right in front of us, but as a future event.

MULTIPLE LOCATIONS INCLUDING THE ARTISTS’ HOME AS AN IDEAL AND PHYSICAL

LOCATION TO BE DISTRIBUTED IN COPIES IN OTHER LOCATIONS

There is no such thing as documentary - whether the term designates a
category of material, a genre, an approach or a set of techniques. This
assertion - as old and as fundamental as the antagonism between names and
reality - needs incessantly to be restated, despite the very visible existence of
a documentary tradition.8

When Sethaseree returned home to Thailand, he built his home from the ground up with another type of

return picture, the copy without an original.  He formed mental pictures since childhood about his Chinese

heritage in old family photographs and spoken work, and built his home from memory.  Unlike most

contemporary architects, he did not draw the entire building and then construct it from blueprints from

digital media.  He made moved between the building site and drawings as the work was in progress,

collaborating with craftspeople and builder along the way.  Not only is it a compelling proposition to install

artists on building sites to make the work in progress, but it also far exceeds the lip-service many artists

give to the importance of architecture in their works.

home as stand in for larger architecture

7 Gerhard Richter, The Daily Practice of Painting: Writings 1962 - 1993, MIT Press, 1995.
8 Trinh T. Minh-ha, Documentary Is/Not a Name, in Documentary, Whitechapel Gallery, 2013
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How can a computer UNDERSTAND your personal medical condition, cross reference millions of pages

across the world containing information about this condition, scan each, and make a recommendation for a

physician in your area? Asked in a more commercial light, how can a computer analyze n-dimensional

information about your social life, recent purchases, time spans between purchases, and economic bracket,

and incessantly shove commercials/recommendations in your face based on this information? Asked in a

more sinister light, how can a computer understand your economic bracket, medical condition, and

commercial purchases, and recommend whether or not you are fit for a job? This is the semantic web.

These potentials operate in trans-structural webs of fear. Webs in the plural. Trans, as in moving between

radically different structures, e.g. friendship, medical condition, knowledge, and memory.

Asked in a less practical, commercial, or sinister light, how does a home and heritage that never existed

exist, i.e. if national identity is inherently combinatoric, impure, or trans-structural then how does a

definitive heritage exist? Does a Chinese family exist in Thailand, other than in memory? How does the

memory touch down or instantiate in stone, in buildings, in the built environment? Is the memory merely a

stand-in, a trope, a figure of speech engraved in concrete? How does one represent this in surface

representations, or drawings and paintings? How does one move from the memory of a non-existent past,

to the present moment, and act as a futurologist on what does not yet exist? In other words, how does one

layer memories in surfaces, foresee pulling the layers apart to spread a semantic web in a building or

home, and then fragment the web to cover city surfaces? How does one create a trans-structural system,

a city of paint, surface, grid, representation, and knowledge? Can one do this without figures of speech,

with literal fact, or is artistry always already doomed to nonexistent spaces like utopia?

I hear from Thasnai Sethaseree that the Chiang Mai fortification is an almost perfect square. and it’s

perplexing how such an ancient people built it. In architectural representation, the plan view is an

impossibility, a memory of something that never existed. In projective systems, the eye would have to be

infinitely distant from the plan of a building to see a perfect square. In other words, an ancient people in

Thailand imagined perfection. How does one imagine perfection, yet still operate in the present? It’s an

impossible question with no answer, yet Thasnai asks it. He asks it with his current body of paintings and

drawings. He asks it with his trans-structural thought. He asks it with his political aspirations for a more

perfect artist collective in Chiang Mai. In this regard, VMP is honored to work on his next trans-structural

exhibition of commercial friendship, sinister medical condition, and n-dimensional super-structural

surveillance. ROFLMAO. Just kidding. 55555^_^ In this regard, VMP is honored to work on his next
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trans-structural exhibition of semantics, knowledge, memory, home, heritage, national identity,

combinations, impurities, systems, instantiation in stone, tropes, surfaces, drawings, paintings, layers,

nonexistent pasts, concrete presents, future aspirations, utopias, projective systems, perfections, and

collective work.

To govern by virtue, let us compare it to the North Star: it stays in its place,
while the myriad stars wait upon it. (Analects II, 1)

--Confucius

As the wood that bends yet breaks not
With the silken string is bound.
So the kindly and the courteous
Furnish Virtue's building-ground.

Ah, my son ! I put before thee
Wisdom taught by men of yore;
Hear my counsels, and obey them
Naught there will be to deplore!

--Duke of Wei, web text, copy | paste

The artist returned to Chiang Mai to 'build-ground' for his Mother. In the building complex the Matriarch's

bedroom emanates from center, yet is centered in its own right. The actual center is the garden or the

magical carpet, yet in memory the Matriarch centers or grounds. The magic mountain is north of the

complex, the winding Naga (Ping River) to the east, and the airport (discontinuous flight elsewhere and

no-place (utopia)) to the south. The cardinal directions construct a sense of physical place, but in memory

they may point any direction, including along the up | down axis, as in ancestral veneration. In memory,

there are TIMES when the Matriarch's room is central to the complex.

The second center is the room devoted to Thasnai's Grandfather, a Gold Smith by trade (note: will add this

room's photo album next). This room stages the memory of financial centering and external stability,

external to the traditional home as womb. The Mother | Father axis.

The implications of a political return also strongly figure in the overall design pattern. The complex

fortifies, as the almost perfect Chiang Mai fortification (note1: it would be revealing to see the overall plan

(note 2: ask artist for the complex plan (note 3: find an old Chiang Mai map to analyze))). VMP must think

with the artist about how to make a photo album representing this.

-------------
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trans-structural exhibition of semantics, knowledge, memory, home, heritage, national identity,

combinations, impurities, systems, instantiation in stone, tropes, surfaces, drawings, paintings, layers,

nonexistent pasts, concrete presents, future aspirations, utopias, projective systems, perfections, and

collective work.

To govern by virtue, let us compare it to the North Star: it stays in its place,
while the myriad stars wait upon it. (Analects II, 1)

--Confucius

As the wood that bends yet breaks not
With the silken string is bound.
So the kindly and the courteous
Furnish Virtue's building-ground.

Ah, my son ! I put before thee
Wisdom taught by men of yore;
Hear my counsels, and obey them
Naught there will be to deplore!

--Duke of Wei, web text, copy | paste

The artist returned to Chiang Mai to 'build-ground' for his Mother. In the building complex the Matriarch's

bedroom emanates from center, yet is centered in its own right. The actual center is the garden or the

magical carpet, yet in memory the Matriarch centers or grounds. The magic mountain is north of the

complex, the winding Naga (Ping River) to the east, and the airport (discontinuous flight elsewhere and

no-place (utopia)) to the south. The cardinal directions construct a sense of physical place, but in memory

they may point any direction, including along the up | down axis, as in ancestral veneration. In memory,

there are TIMES when the Matriarch's room is central to the complex.

The second center is the room devoted to Thasnai's Grandfather, a Gold Smith by trade (note: will add this

room's photo album next). This room stages the memory of financial centering and external stability,

external to the traditional home as womb. The Mother | Father axis.

The implications of a political return also strongly figure in the overall design pattern. The complex

fortifies, as the almost perfect Chiang Mai fortification (note1: it would be revealing to see the overall plan

(note 2: ask artist for the complex plan (note 3: find an old Chiang Mai map to analyze))). VMP must think

with the artist about how to make a photo album representing this.

-------------
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More explicitly, if one extends Thasnai's home & studio process to art in general, then collaboration

becomes much more possible between many more people. There is great potential for the role interior

decoration plays in art. Everyone does it. Very few formalize it. Yet even the informal decor of one's

niece is quite sophisticated. Thasnai frames this within his own design, like an interior architect that cares

about the people living there, responding to their needs, wants, and desires. He does this without the

self-consciousness of someone acting in an established institution. He does NOT transfer decor to a

gallery or museum. He has NOT pointed from the gallery or museum to a 'non-site' (Robert Smithson).

Yet since in this case one can't separate his life as an artist from home life, the institution is always on the

horizon. The BIG question mark (asked by the artist himself) is how to re-incorporate the home complex in

a larger complex, including galleries and museums.

Since you are and will be part of the social body surrounding his art, and you will be in Thasnai's home for

New Year's Eve, we want to include some of your images in the disappearing act of this exhibition.

During or after the party, please upload your images to the exhibition page,

https://www.facebook.com/make.it.like.home.anywhere , or tag it #makeitlikehome .  Additionally, you

may send a message to Saul Aaron Appelbaum at saul@veramaurinapress.org and he will tell you the best

way to send your pictures.

home memory.  heritage.  of China.  a family complex.  a stand-in.  a trope.  figure of speech.  figural

speech.  figure.  figure painting.  surface.  surface representation of what.  if layering surfaces, which is

the surface.  home surfaces.  city surfaces.  home in the city. city in home.  home city.  home as city.  city

from home.  city grid.  gridded city.  city of paint.  grid representation.  representation of grid.  grid on

representation.  representation on grid.  surface.  representation of what.  image.  eye.  the gridded eye.

the eye image.  the home from the ground up.  built.  building.  dwelling.  ‘X’.  fill it in.  on-site design.

some planning.  some plan views.  plan view.  infinitely distant.  perfect plan.  perfect square.  square of

city.  ancient square.  ancient fortification.  square fort.  adjustments on site.  craft adjustments.  craft

people.  craftspeople.  art.  artistry.  artificial.  surface.  subtext.

In late 2014 Vera Maurina Press​ will enact Thasnai Sethaseree's exhibition "Make it like

home…Anywhere?" in Thailand and abroad.  Memories of and nostalgia for home are central themes to

this exhibit.  Along with a major new body of work, the exhibit will include documentation of Thasnai's

home complex.  It will also include documentation of various social gatherings related to this show.  His

home and personal life, the groups of people that gather inside it, and the events surrounding his art are
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central to most of Thasnai's work.

MEMORY OF HIS CHINESE HERITAGE AND HOMES OF HIS FAMILY THAT THE ARTIST

NEVER LIVED IN.

HIS HOUSE IS A TRUE COPY WITHOUT AN ORIGINAL

AND THIS TEMPORAL STRUCTURE IS ALSO PRESENT IN HIS OWN HOME, NEITHER ART

NOR ARCHITECTURE, NOR NOT ART AND ARCHITECTURE

SO THEN IS THE WAY THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE EXHIBIT CHANGES THROUGH THE

REDISTRIBUTION OF THE ARTIST’S HOME ALONG THE WAY.
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