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Christina Schmid Nov 19 (8 days ago)
to: me

feedback and such

  

 
 
Joe, good morning.

I feel like a warning might be in order: I have been thinking about your work a lot after yester-
day's talk, and will try to make some sense of my ideas and how I understand what work is trying 
to do. This may or may not be helpful--but I offer it by way of feedback. 

So, in my mind, some of the earlier projects you talked about yesterday have a kind of clarity that 
gets muddled as your confusion grows in later projects. And I should say that for me, confusion 
is not a bad thing. To (mis)quote Jenny Holzer, "confusion is the best way to stay honest." That 
means something as long as honesty holds value. And that is not a given.

In Artifacts, 14 Majors, Joe Krasean Handmade you engage with the politics and conventions 
of representation: making the armature visible, investigating tropes and signs, and, finally, the 
strange fetishization of the handmade and how it holds or does not hold up in a manufacturing 
process. They all share a sense of humor, proceed as investigations of sorts, and have a narrative 
structure, as Xavier pointed out. For me, the projects are of interest because they do not stay in 
the mode of "my work is a critique of..." They venture into more uncertain terrain, where it is no 
longer clear just how exactly things *ought* to be. And the process of investigation is more impor-
tant than the object--which is abandoned, buried, sold, let go. In this way, the work speaks to the 
dematerialization of art and all that good stuff--but it is also an investigation of how signs com-
municate value, and even construct value. And these projects present inversions and reversals, as 
you pointed out.

Several of these strands continue in the projects you discussed next. (I am not familiar with the 
elevator piece, so I will skip it). 

Blume--the shipping of panels with cut-out objects--continues the inquiry into the role of the ob-
ject: here, it's an aftermath, a shadow, a silhouette that remains of the object and finds it way first 
through the postal system then to the gallery. The actual object is once more displaced, weirdly 
out-of-place, its meaning as precious entirely dependent on context--which you render absurd in 
the documentation photographs. Once again the piece investigates the construction of value, con-
text, convention, representation. 

(If you have never read Michael Fried's "Art and Objecthood", you should. It's available online as a 
pdf. Fried argues that the art work should heroically overcome its objecthood and assume a state 
of presentness ("presentness is grace" is the famous final sentence of the piece), dependent on 
the object's mastery of an self-contained syntax of meaning. All else--the viewer engaging the 
work, the context, situation, circumstance--is nothing but theater. The odd thing: written in 1967, 
the text anticipates art's turn toward what Fried dubs and rejects as "theater"--his heroic object a 
nostalgic modernist souvenir. But now, looking back at this text, we live in a world of all theater, 
where context outweighs the quality of the work, whatever that may be: and that is slippery--and 
interesting terrain. More on that later).

Platz, the GPS-traced walk, seemed not done yet. For me, this project only makes sense as part of 
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a taxonomy of different cities with different spatial grids. In Europe, a radial city with star-shaped 
road pattern, is the norm, not the oddity. So in order for that to go beyond a walk (and books have 
been written on artists who walk, with Jan Estep's work featured in them) and a random assort-
ment of music, something else needs to happen here: something that allows a viewer to appreci-
ate the idiosyncrasy of each walk, each outline. Maybe an ongoing piece? Not sure. It reminded 
me of Bruce Naumann's studio exercises let loose: this is art because an artist does it. Maybe 
that's precisely the point. I don't know. If it is a continuation of your investigation in what makes 
sense, what generates meaning in art, and what holds and conveys value, you have to frame the 
piece as such. 

Studio Visit continues the examination of how value is created: "the expert" visits the studio that 
functions as classroom, showroom, boutique etc. (echoes of Daniel Buren here). But you create 
a degree of frustration in your inadvertent collaborators--and that creates consternation among 
some, clearly. What I think is interesting here is the way you turn the inquiry of representation and 
value creation on the very space you find yourself in--there is less distance between you, your role 
and the work, than say in 14 Majors and Artifacts. The piece begins to address your complicity and 
investment in these power relations (Adrian Piper's scathing analysis comes to mind here). You no 
longer exempt yourself, in other words--and you implicate others (which was not always appreci-
ated, understandably). Here the investigation of representation becomes self-referential in a more 
intimate, uncomfortable way--but you still hold on to control, which means, other people risk more 
than you do in this situation. 

(And there is an ethical dimension to consider when you begin to trick and dupe your collaborators 
or your audience. You choreograph an experience. Tricking them/us is of course a possibility--but 
what does duping your audience gain? And are we not already duped by falling for the theater and 
performance of art? Even Vito Acconci, very much at home in the role of the enfant terrible drew 
the line at duping the audience ... but perhaps it is time to revisit that ethical line: if the artworld 
is a remnant or distant relative of the carnival and the freak show of old, duping the rubes was 
part of the game then. But one could argue that it is already part of the game now--depending on 
the degree of cynicism one wants to embrace--and what is won in escalating that trickery? Fewer 
people willing to support the arts? Nostalgia for sincerity? Tricky business indeed.)

Then, Still Life. Once again, displaced objects, present only as representation, severed from con-
crete, actual, material object-- a displacement that echoes the realm of representation and slips 
into Baudrillard's hyperreal, where the simulacrum is no longer tied to any real reference and the 
signifier takes precedent. A still life, historically, negotiates the place of things (I have a lovely 
quotation somewhere--oh, found it: In “Abundance,” Norman Bryson argues, “still life was able to 
provide its viewers with images in which the historically unprecedented instability and volatility 
of their material culture could appear as regulated and stabilized. In this work of visual ideology, 
the discourse of ethics is joined by a force no less stabilizing, that of craft labor. Amid the general 
uncertainty and anxiety surrounding consumption, still life affirms skilled labour as a kind of gold 
standard that will hold its own through all the vicissitudes of (over)abundance.” (Looking at the 
Overlooked. Four Essays on Still Life Painting. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1990. 132). Through 
this lens, your still life pieces in fact do perform as odd little reassurances: even if signs void of 
substance have come to dominate political, cultural, and art-world rhetoric, even if neoliberal capi-
talism is severed from any actual, concrete, material context and operates in the realm of signs 
alone--signs that still can make our lives miserable, you are showing us an object that represents 
a trust in objects and forms of representation that no longer is. It's an unfaithful echo, a distortion, 
and an uncanny doppelganger of the heroic art object of old (and by that I mean "old" in the sense 
of people like Fried). But it is an object that communicates its history and the history of signs in 
the context of the gallery. 

Now, if you're still with me, let's turn to the ideas for your thesis project.



Producing a bunch of objects, trusting the heroic narrative of 'the hand' overcoming the object and 
transforming the object into a self-contained, pure artwork is, in light of your past work, not really 
an option. But investigating this fetish of the pure object--Fried actually still uses "degenerate" as 
a counterpoint--is an option. And of course you have already moved into that direction by assum-
ing the poses of the heroic makers. But, as we have talked about before, this investigation risks a 
certain insularity, since who is familiar with the history of ceramics enough to recognize the tropes 
you are riffing on? So what happens if you allow more access points and push that line between 
the pure, authentic, heroic artwork and, on the other hand, the loathsome, degenerate object? In 
a way, Jerry Saltz's comment on your work is perfect: gift shop kitsch that parades as authentic. 
This is the edge, the risky edge--where the performance of contemporary art risks becoming an 
empty sign itself, a hyperreal void of substance, that effectively replaces and supersedes whatever 
faith in the "real thing" we may have secretly held on. The closer to this edge you can get, the bet-
ter. 

But do not play this as a joke or trick on the viewer. Do not exempt yourself. You, too, as Andrea 
Fraser would say, are the institution. So keep the lens of self-reflection that you started, still at 
another's expense, to employ in Studio Visit. (Nina Beier's work is walking this edge: in any other 
context, the dogs and vases would read as kitsch. But they are maimed, just so we can be sure 
they are fine art. Maimed like cartoon figures with clean cuts.) Your secret embarrassment about 
making is an asset here. Dwell in this discomfort. Work the nostalgia and your awareness of the 
nostalgia. What would happen if you contrasted the ceramic objects in your studio, handmade and 
in the tradition of the authentic, earthy, ancient tradition of pottery with kitsch? What if you dared 
equate them and put them on equal footing? The signs you are playing with here are the myths 
that many artists--and audiences--hold dear. The art audiences you are addressing may not be the 
same people who collect Precious Moments figurines; maybe more likely carefully curated thrift-
store kitsch, or, for those who can afford it, the lovely earthenware from some artisan or other. 
What if that authenticity is just another incarnation of the pure versus the tainted, still steeped in 
aesthetics as imperial practice (that's W.J.T. Mitchell's phrase), still invested in elevating certain 
artifacts to the realm of commodity fetish (and boom we are back in the world of capitalism)?  

In case it is not obvious, I spent way too much time this week writing a lecture on capitalism. So 
that's on my mind. And Fried's essay. And, still the curious way kitsch has of sentimentally reach-
ing out to many people without the exclusivity and alienation of contemporary art. But that perfor-
mance of "betterness," and all it entails--sophistication, elitism, insider-ness etc. etc. etc.--has just 
wreaked havoc with our world and alienated a few too many people. What then does it mean to 
make art under those auspices? 

I will wrap this up. I hope you can see that there are distinct conceptual threads running through 
your projects. And I hope you will not outsource the complicated task of verbally framing the work 
to others--but step in and up and implicate yourself. Shed the invisibility cloak and be accountable 
for your work and for what you want it to do, ask, perform. It's time. 

Okay, I hope this is the longest email I have to write today. 

Bests,

Christina





Joseph Krasean <jkrasean@umn.edu> Nov 21 (6 days ago)

to: Christina

AW: feedback and such
 

Christina,

I finished Bartleby last night and it really shook me. I think that is another great suggestion from 
you, and one that will be very useful for years to come. I can’t remember exactly how the story 
came up in our visits, but my take-away was, ‘oh shit, she’s asking if I’m Bartleby!’ and the answer 
is a resounding No! Bartleby himself failed to address the question of value and he died because 
of it. First, it stripped him of his humanity, and then he perished. His protest was an elegant one 
and sound in its reasoning as I see it. What is the point of acting in an absurd world if we can only 
add to the absurdity? Melville does such a great job of encapsulating this absurdity with a detailed 
vignette of Wall Street codes and practices. 

But I think that perhaps you are suggesting Bartleby to get me to address all the refusals in my 
work. And indeed, reading that story has allowed me to see a bunch of these maneuvers in my 
work AS refusals! I would prefer not to display my art objects as art objects. I would prefer not 
to construct or try to reflect a singular artistic identity behind the work. And on and on, so many 
refusals. And it would seem that carrying some of these strategies into studio visits and projects 
about studio visits and the general way that I’ve navigated through the critical portion of this 
program has made me look like Bartleby, several times! Part of this is built in to how I think about 
my work and part of it I’m sure has to do with my irreverent or casual way of presenting in these 
situations. Both aspects need to be analyzed and polished.

I’m realizing that feedback about individual projects is just hopeless for me. Once a project has 
begun, I can only finish it how I’m going to finish it. And so much feedback in this program is 
about how specific projects are lacking. One of the things I appreciated so much in your email was 
the attention to trends over a long period of work. I need to figure out a way to steer the conver-
sation to work as a body or practice or career and not a single, in-progress project. Discussion of 
work in progress makes me feel like I’m backed up into a corner and my responses in conversation 
and studio moves become unnatural. It shuts me down in a way and I tend to go in to Bartleby 
mode. His behavior is polite but irritating. 

I don’t want to irritate anyone! But I find myself at a loss for words so often in studio visits. Ok, 
my thesis project... it’s a big deal and we’re all invested in everyone having a great thesis show. 
(And I don’t mean to implicate you in any of this. I’ve thought we’ve always had rollicking convo in 
visits.) But it’s really often the case with some people or we could say ‘the conversation in general’ 
that it steers toward ‘you could finish it this way. or you could finish it that way. or this part could 
be different. or how do you REALLY communicate the idea with this piece? or could it be more 
convincing or more specific?’ And I have no answer to any of those questions. The piece is just a 
piece. I hope I do it damn well but it’s just a piece. I’m always most excited about my most re-
cent thing, but that doesn’t mean it’ll escape being a failure, probably ever. Often the conversation 
sounds like ‘how could you do it this time for real?’ instead of ‘how can you fail better?’ 

Bartleby simply didn’t work, and that’s definitely not true for me. By doing NOTHING, Bartleby dis-
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allowed himself any extension. He could say, ‘I don’t do that,’ but never ‘I do this instead.’ ‘Showing 
up’ is NOT more than ‘half the battle,’ or however that saying goes. One must actually extend them-
selves in this life. By not working, Bartleby risked nothing. No risk means no value. But here we get 
into ambition: for what are we working, and if we are extending ourselves and risking and activating 
ambition, in what worlds are we contributing? How is success defined in those worlds? Very often, 
artists say, ‘I’m not participating in that kind of success. I don’t want really anything from that world. 
I don’t want the things I’m supposed to want in that world.’  

I think there’s tremendous value in this perspective. And it can be summarized as a series of refus-
als. But the refusals are also signposts that measure borders and define new territories. There’s no 
absolution in a refusal; the value of a refusal is found in how it can structure work or activity. An-
other value of refusal in an absurd world, in so far as it carries you somewhere beyond what you’re 
refusing, is that it can reveal bravery. e.g. As a country, we should refuse the idea that there could 
be bad schools in America (or the world). Children cannot control the quality of their educations. It 
must be provided for them. And it should be intolerable to anyone that a child could be in as bad a 
school as many are. We should refuse that concept. And we are not lacking in resources to do it. We 
lack only bravery.  

Another example, I was talking to Danny recently. He’s in a show at Rosalux and he’s printing ‘archi-
val ink jet large format color photo, mounted on Di-bond, from a 4x5 negative...’ to the tune of $300. 
And he’s wondering why the hell he’s doing this. Of course, good on him for taking the show serious-
ly and trying to present his work in the best way possible. And of course there are distinct pleasures 
to be had from things that are done really well. But I can’t relate to it and I don’t think he can either. 
Who’s world is he acting in? It’s all out-of-pocket speculation. Is this the price of admission to the 
show? Is it reasonable that someone making $15K/year should be expected to shell out $300 every 
time they want to make an image public?

I know that a lot of my refusals come from my background, from trying to exorcise things that have 
annoyed me. But I don’t think it’s the case that I’m going to clear out this space via refusal-tactics 
and that I can THEN start making my real work. I think for me the work is always in relation and 
response to a situation. The work lies suspended in the negotiation between possible and actual 
worlds. Utopia shouldn’t be seen as naive. I’m going to fail and fail again. Some of these failures 
will be in my refusal to engage. Exhaustion, underdevelopment, the faithless turn back to Eurydice-
-these are all human responses to an absurd world. And many of the failures are and will be ones I 
didn’t predict. It’s a work in progress. You hope to sense a trend of improvement. But how gutless 
if we don’t take the chance in art? Other fields in pursuit of utopia--education, medicine, science, 
philosophy--don’t seem to enjoy the same luxurious access to an unfettered tumble into risk and 
failure and invention. 

It’s not a zero-sum game. We leave behind traces. I have the job of representing these ideas. I don’t 
want to irritate. I want to enliven. I want to build communities. I want to monitor history. Damn this 
is getting preachy and weird now. Thanks for the email! It lit me up. Can I use it as a foreword? I 
know I said I wouldn’t... 

joe





Critical Reviews from Anonymous Undergrads and Jerry Saltz
---



“For me, Joe Krasean’s visit to our class was an eye-opening one. One of  the most prominent 
themes I believe Krasean presented was his dedication to art-making and creating: that we shouldn’t 

be afraid to get our hands dirty, or make “bad” art, or encounter failures. His exploration of  the 
burial of  his pottery pieces really struck me, as I am usually one to hesitate parting with my artwork. 

Similarly, I was amazed by his “reverse shoplifting” project, in which he created pottery pieces 
resembling large vases or trophies and left them on the shelves of  a handful of  local thrift stores. 

His seemingly indifferent attitude toward relinquishing ownership of  his artwork is actually a very 
purposeful process. According to Krasean, he doesn’t make art for the sake of  making – rather, he 

always considers where his art may be headed; whether it be conceptually or physically. My assump-
tion is that by adopting such a preemptive way of  thinking, he is able to overcome his hesitation to 

part with his work early.”

---

“Krasean himself  said his biggest turning point was when he decided to use his work as a way of  
thinking; using creation as the thought process rather than the outcome of  a thought process. This 

ties directly into Jean Fisher’s reference to Brazilian artist Hélio Oiticica and his view of  art and 
process: “the essence of  art [is] not in creative genius or the unique object, but in the processes of  
thought and action – in invention, play, and transformation – in which both artist and viewer [are] 

participants” (Fisher, 234). “

---

“Lastly, I was intrigued by Krasean’s way of  taking inspiration from his surroundings. Southwestern 
pottery styles, for example, influenced his own style during his first teaching job down south. He 

also moved to other mediums such as plexiglass and wood some time later, showing his willingness 
to explore and develop. Krasean indeed is one to “try everything”, and I believe I as well as the 

entire class can learn a lesson about art making and process from that. I think the most important 
thing to understand about Joe Krasean’s work is his whimsy! I adore work that subverts convention 
and “jazzes things up.” His presentation was remarkably clever. It was almost as though being asked 
to present on the spot was intentional. It really showed his passion and excitement about his work. I 

loved when he’d casually slip in witty remarks such as “oh, you know... reverse archaeology.” 

---

“The important thing to remember about what Joe was talking about, at least to me, was that he 
enjoyed the photography of  it, probably more than he enjoyed the pottery of  it. Not that he didn’t 

enjoy working with the clay, but he said it himself, he loved setting up the photos. The reason I think 
that’s so important is because I want to create graphic novels, and it really made me think, it’s not 

the illustrating part that I enjoy the most, it’s the creation and bringing to life of  the story. Not that I 



don’t enjoy the the drawing part of  course. “

---

“Pottery has been seen as a historical, traditional art form that slowly crumbled to a mere hobby. 
Unfortunately, the spread of  mechanical reproduction has made ceramics so easily acceptable that 

the value has been eradicated from the majority’s perception. However, Joe Krasean, a UMN- Twin 
Cities graduate student and ceramics artist, molds an expansive breadth of  artwork in order to 

contrast the contemporary and historical perceptions of  ceramics. Although he still is unsure of  his 
direction or style, the breadth of  pieces he did show his interests in philosophy, social science, and 

overall ceramic value. “

---

“Krasean was especially interested in the construct of  an “aura”. This concept, eludes that a piece 
of  art has its own identity created through time, authenticity, and history. Similar to Walter Ben-
jamin’s essay “The Work of  Art in the Age of  Mechanical Reproduction”, Krasean questioned 
whether a piece still holds their own in the contemporary age. Specifically, his contemporary ar-

chaeology project deals with the manipulation of  an aura. These pieces (general pots, plates, bowls) 
were mass produced. What originally started as a mass-process driven series, Krasean then buried 
his pieces in the ground in various locations. These time capsule sites force a historical component, 
giving the objects an aura it may not have had in a home. After all, “even the most perfect repro-
duction of  a work of  art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique exis-

tence at the place where it happens” (Walter, 298). Perception of  a piece directly impacts the aura, 
therefore by manipulating the habitat the object can have a completely different history. “

---

“In fact perception is one the strongest motivations and elements in Krasean’s work. Another theme 
he focused on was to change the visual of  his image; instead of  the objects themselves he would 

display photographs, videos, and fragmented remains that mimic the original. Based off Benjamin’s 
argument. Krasean deliberately deconstructs his own pieces’ auras. However, the idea behind this 

is less destructive than restorative. In the process of  photographing the imagery, he alters the entire 
outlook. Now the work can hold a new message, even if  intangible, to the audience that the audi-
ence could’ve passed off otherwise. Krasean’s focus on the recreation of  aura even in reproduced 

work creates a new artistic life for the clay medium. “

---



“Although he is still early in his career, Krasean has the potential to redefine ceramics out of  the 
archaeologist’s file and into the contemporary art scene. 1. The struggle of  an objects aura is at the 
core of  everything Krasaen does. He has an innate ability to materialize and deconstruct the inher-
ent conflict that exists within the realm of  2d and 3d art. To ask the viewer if  the photo of  pots are 
the same as the pots themselves is crucial. To then ask the buyer if  buying a photo of  pots is relative 
to buying pots themselves turns in on what we conceive as archeology. If  pottery is to artifacts then 
does the photo of  said artifact have a value in return? 2.In the piece by Mulvey we explore a similar 

structure within the rolls in sexuality. “Traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned on two 
levels: as erotic object for the characters within the screen story, and as erotic object for the specta-
tor within the auditorium,” To reorganize this in the realm of  Joe’s pottery I would phrase it like 

this: Traditionally, the pot displayed functions in two ways: As a semi-erotic object for the bearer to 
interact with or as a 2d visual element for someone to analyze from a independently autonomous 

realm.“

---

“Within his work, despite being a sculptor and working extensively with clay, his work does not 
read like sculpture, or is it entirely or solely his pieces. They exist only to support what his central 
argument is; they are subverted. The most interesting of  Krasean’s portfolio is his own image; he 

recreated iconic photos of  artists within their studios, and he used his own pieces to replicate but the 
audience is viewing him in comparison to the original. The series on ‘winning’ has him holding tro-
phies, begging the question of  “why him” or when he buries the pieces, he’s the one with the shovel, 

again causing evaluation into his relationship with the pieces or with the burial. His craft may be 
not get the recognition it deserves but his intention shines because the duality of  art and artist in his 

work. “

---

“Joe Krasean is a conceptual artist by every definition of  the word. While Krasean’s portfolio origi-
nates with sculpture, he normally employs other mediums to convey meaning and purpose within 
his work. Yet he makes no attempt to completely master or perfect his work beyond the point of  

communication with his artist. He manipulates photography to not only to take images of  his work, 
but uses them in conceptual series ranging from the burial of  his work to the abandonment of  his 
pieces in thrift stores. As the audience for the work, it was important to recognize that Krasean is a 
very temporary artist; works are abandoned, maybe remembered by GPS coordinates or basic still 
lifes of  past studios. What amazed me even more was how he explained he frequently abandoned 
his craft, that sculpture was something that was not constant for him despite teaching it extensively 
across the country. But in that may lie his inspiration, migrating across time as he does. Pieces he 

made in New Mexico mimicked the organic and formless shapes of  the desert, fragile and bleached 
from the heat of  the kiln like the desert sun. Pieces made when he was a teacher were akin to 



bronzed and decorative trophies from children’s athletic events, that he then photographed self  por-
traits of  himself  holding as the connotational ‘winner’. In this we can see distinct times of  creativity 

and times of  decay as the work reverts to its basic root in sculpture. But when his craft is revived, 
Krasean’s work causes one to question artist’s intent and inspiration.”

---

“While Krasean’s work is not crosscultural, it does bring into fruition ideas of  syncretism of  art and 
self. As Jean Fischer described syncretism in “The Syncretic Turn”,“those signs whose meanings can 

be remotivated to the subordinated symbolic order are adopted”(Fisher, 238). I believe Krasean’s 
work to be socially engaging for the art world, as he dismisses the permanence of  work with the pro-
test of  burial, damage, and abandonment of  his work. The art world can appear very materialistic 
with hefty price tags and outrageous attempts to maintain artwork as a pristine and ‘pure’ form. It 
is refreshing to see an artist to allow his work to break down or to be left without an ‘aura’ when it 
is left at a store with no explanation. How could the field change if  more artists approached their 

work in the same way?”

---

“Joe Krasean’s art seems to follow his work and movement through life. He is constantly chang-
ing as a person reflected in his journeys around the country and his jobs, but he gives everything 
he does a fair effort. Joe similarly cycles through styles and mediums only after he has thoroughly 
explored them in a large body of  work. His transitions between series of  work are often stark, but 

never abrupt. Each series has its unique set of  constraints, and each piece contains subtle variations 
on those constraints.”

---

“With regards to issues of  cultural diversity, Joe is a living example of  individual identity. He is not 
tied to any single movement but his own. While he may take inspiration from the designs and work 
of  others, he does not overtly appropriate because he defines his own boundaries within each piece 
and series. In this sense I think that he represents a constantly shifting demonstration of  syncretism. 
As author Jean Fisher states in her essay “The Syncretic Turn,” “...syncretism allows that between 

disparate factors there is no simple translation, but an element of  untranslatability, which is a 
potential space of  productive renewal” (Fisher 237). Rather than blending styles in order to display 
their difference, Krasean blends styles and “renews” them with his own goals and preferences. This 

practices unites the styles within the work as opposed to a hybrid combination which emphasizes 
the difference.”

---



“Joe Krasean’s work was filled with potential. Unlike the previous artist that I reviewed, Krasean 
has a certain level of  creativity that, with just a little push, can really create something unique. 

Krasean has started cementing his pottery into locks in order to show a cross section of  his work 
“buried”. All he has to do is go a little further. Instead of  just doing that, take the full blown mu-

seum approach that he took with some of  his other pottery, and make a huge cement cross section 
with the pottery at the top being the most modern and the pottery towards the bottom being the 

most devolved. This will give a more realistic feel to his work and will almost be like a trip through 
the history of  wherever he “dug up” his pottery. In fact, he can make an entire art gallery imitate an 
actual museum gallery with the “artifacts” on linen and the photos and this cross section of  dug up 

pottery. If  Krasean was to take this step, he would make a truly great artist.”

---

“I think that the definition of  syncretism that Fisher provides is very important in my suggestion. In 
the readings syncretism is defined as an “affiliation of  disparate terms capable of  shifting positions 
or altering relations depending on circumstances” (Fisher 237). This is relevant because if  Krasean 
were to pursue the full blown museum themed gallery, it would be a disservice to just use american 
pottery techniques. He should incorporate different cultures and pottery styles throughout his gal-

lery in order to permeate the room with a sense of  historical richness otherwise unavailable.”

---

“Krasean incorporates the pottery styles found in New Mexico in his works from time to time, and 
this shows his ability to capitalize on diversity. I think he should increase the number of  cultures that 
his works draw from. In doing so, he will be able to truly make thoroughly dissimilar works. As it is 

now, most of  his pottery is substitutable for another piece. He recently started making more modern 
shapes, which is definitely a step in the right direction, but he must fully commit to a diverse array 

of  works to add to his portfolio and the greatest way to do so is by learning techniques of  other 
cultures.“

---

“I hope this review reaches him so that he may better his work.”

---

“Though Joe Krasean’s presentation, the first impression to me He was a great teacher and artist, 
although Joe went to art field was so late in his college life and he was unqualified to teach in school 
many years. His interest in ceramics and passion in this was shocking me. The most important thing 



I found in his work is his work style. He putting a lot effort in his work and exploring the new way to 
working with ceramics.”

---
“Joe Krasean doesn’t know what he’s doing. His journey through the world of  art has taken him on 

odd detours, bumbling journeys that seemed to have little direction save forward. His process, of  
doing then disliking then re-liking before eventually re-understanding, follows that same odd path 
that he seems to have taken. Circuitous, winding, spinning but ultimately stable, Krasean’s art, and 
Krasean himself, is the potters wheel. Always moving, always changing and yet always the same.”

---

“Krasean’s art is eminently authentic, unequivocally, irrevocably a product of  himself, of  his labor. 
Between the two forms of  art presented in Fisher’s article, Krasean falls on the second one: process, 

open ended and filled with unknown potential. His art is not simply the pieces that he makes, the 
pots that he fires, but the whole story and journey that brought him to the gallery. Krasean escapes 
the cultural question by working in a medium that has existed longer than any other. Pottery was 
the first art, our first tremulous steps into the world of  making. There is no culture to appropriate 

from because pottery transcends culture. It is something that was made when differences were only 
just being invented. I like the art.”

---

“I think the key feature in all of  Joe Krasean’s art is genuineness of  his works and the importance 
of  changing context, two themes that have continued throughout his works, whether or not he 

intended to or not. I appreciated how Krasean tended to do art in his own terms; he didn’t sells his 
nicely made ceramic pots as presented, but as buried treasure or as broken “artifact” shards or in a 
gigantic cast. Krasean plays around with the concept of  space, negative/positive, inside/ outside, 

etc, and I think it highlights the mutability of  the medium he mostly works with, ceramics, and the 
significance of  fluidity and malleability of  art.”

---

“In “The Syncretic Turn,” by Jean Fisher, Fisher gives a definition of  two different concepts of  art, 
“…one, the academic museum object with strictly defined codes, and the other, a transformative 

and open-ended process,” (Fisher 234). Krasean’s works highlights how art can happen outside the 
confines of  the studio or gallery, like out in the woods or in dissonant pieces. To resonate with Fish-
ers words, Krasean’s works manifest the notion of  syncretism and the transformative nature of  art 
— they have no boundaries and elicit a “potential space of  productive renewal” (Fisher 237) that 

artworks encapsulate, a concept that many of  the “mainstream” art criticisms and academics fail to 



allude to or consider, according to Fisher. It’s too often that galleries will feature the typical ceramics 
on pedestals, or that ceramics presented in the most traditional fashion will garner the most atten-
tion and profit. I think in a time where the idea and definition of  art is constantly changing and 

constantly being challenged, Krasean is a pioneer in pushing the boundaries of  ceramics to show a 
different perspective of  art.”

---

“Joe Krasean, is a one of  a kind artist to remember. Not only does he share his tactile gift of  clay on 
the wheel, but he also shares his keen eye behind the camera. It’s easy to say that anyone can be a 

potter and make a bowl or a vase, but Joe Krasean brings a whole new layer of  expertise to his work 
on the wheel. Through seeing several artists present their work, I have found that the emphasis of  

what the show us is the final product, but the thing that makes joe unique is that he puts the empha-
sis on the method and what he does with his art after it has been crafted. He talked about the idea 

of  “reverse archaeology,” this is what he calls smashing up his ceramics and putting it into the earth 
at first I thought this guy was clinically insane but the more he explained himself  the more I got on 

his level. He says that he puts his artwork into the earth because its how he makes his “mark” on 
the world. He’s leaving an artefact behind for the future generations to stumble upon. That’s what 
I believe is so important about his work, the fact that he wants a bigger purpose for it than just an 

aesthetic addition in a museum.”

---

“There is an uncanny parallel between Joe Krasean and Helio O

---

iticica, I wouldn’t say in the sense of  their artwork, but in their belief  of  what art is. Jean Fisher 
proves this in The Syncretic Turn: Cross-Cultural Practices in the Age of  Multiculturalism, “His 
project was to bring art out of  the private domain of  the studio, in to the public arena using both 
local vernaculars and modernist languages, in the belief  that the essence of  art was not creative 
genius or the unique object, but in the processes of  thought and action – in invention, play, and 
transformation- in which both artist and viewer were participants” (Fisher 234). Like it says in 
Fisher’s writing art should not just be an object or something to look at, it is so much more and 

should stimulate the mind with intellectual frivolity, just like Krasean’s and Oiticica’s work.”

---

“Furthermore, I believe Krasean’s artwork plays a big part in a deeper and more critical thinking of  
cultural diversity. His artwork harvests the very idea that diversity is built upon. Krasean, uses ideas 



from other cultures in his pottery and goes about a whole new way of  incorporating it in to the 
world… literally. Through his unique sense of  artistry and process, I think it is more than safe to say 
that Joe Krasean is a great artist because of  his courage to do something different with the art that 

is so authentically his.”

---

“Joe Krasean is a true contemporary artist, his work is expansive in both materials as well as ideas. 
What I found the most compelling about Krasean’s work was his search to display ideas in different 

and innovative ways. Other than an underlying theme of  ceramics throughout his work, there is 
no one way he is dedicated to use to communicate an idea. From making ceramic pots and bury-

ing them in an attempt at “reverse archeology” , to wood sculptures with light panels exploring the 
anxiety of  language people experience, to exploring ideas of  winning and success by making hand-

made ceramic trophies, Krasean continues to find new ways to communicate his thoughts.”

---

“In The Work of  Art in the Age of  Mechanical Reproduction, Benjamin claims, “Even the most 
perfect reproduction of  a work of  art is lacking in one element: it’s presence in time and space, it’s 
unique existence at the place where it happens to be.” (299) I believe that Krasean breaks this mold 

of  what work has an “aura.” Krasean hardly seems to show the actual pieces that he makes but 
rather uses photographs to capture there presence and then presents that has his final piece.”

---

“Joe Krasean’s work also touches on ideas of  social and cultural significance. For example his piece 
“14 majors”, in which Krasean makes a number of  trophies (14) and then leaves them around local 
thrift shops after photographing them in their new homes. Although the work can also be seen as 
humorous there is a deep underlying theme of  what it is to be a winner. Society puts an immense 

amount of  pressure on people to be successful or win, while Krasean’s work explores what really is 
the essence of  a trophy, how it can easily be tossed aside or recycled at your local pawn shop. His 

work is both humorous, thoughtful, and compelling.”

---

“I think there are many things we can take from Joe Krasean’s artwork and his visiting artist talk 
such as how we look at art itself, creating an aura for art, and delving into how “winning” is such a 

huge part of  our culture. Krasean struggled with trying to find a way to present his artwork through 
photographs. He pointed out that a series of  work he did failed to photograph well due to the 

fact the artwork was meant to be held and moved so that someone could see it’s true beauty and 



purpose. This shows that not all artwork can just be looked at, it must also be touched and handled. 
Krasean worked next on a project where he would make a series of  ceramics and then bury them 
making note of  the coordinates. He was really struggling to find a way to make his artwork have a 

meaningful story and aura. I believe he solved this struggle and did this incredibly well. The idea of  
having the pottery buried has a sense of  mystery around it and then if  someone were to dig them 
up they would be glowing with a massive aura making people question: where they are from, why 

they are there, and the story behind their creation. I believe that he really hits on the main point in 
Benjamin’s article that aura is “derived from the authentic, sense of  history, essence, all the things 
has seen over time” (Benjamin 299). From there, Kraesen moved onto a trophy project that really 
allows for a discussion involving the way winning is so intertwined with our society and everyday 
life. He criticizes the fact that we rank everything in life and that something always has to be the 
best. But then when the previous “best” is outdone, it is no longer needed and “trashed” just like 
Krasean places his trophies into thrift stores. I think that many of  the struggles that Joe Krasean 
experienced and worked through as he developed into the artist he is today, really highlight many 

of  the key issues an artist faces when creating art. I think many new artists can learn from Krasean’s 
experiences.”

---

“The artist lecture Joe Krasean delivered Friday was from the hip, modest, at times irreverent and 
overall very entertaining. In sharing his story with us we learned that duringhis undergraduate years 

Joe had one foot steeped in reading Philosophy and the like while the other was grounded in the 
craft of  ceramics; fromthis jumping off point Joe earns a few years gaining practical worldly experi-
ence by teaching art in a few different community oriented positions around the States. Joe’s lecture 
was very thoughtful yet modest and unassuming and those characteristics are evident in Joe’s work 
as well. There exists a surreptitious and quiet yet strong undercurrent of  commentary in the work 
he shared with us, a good example of  how some of  his work is augmented with this mythical an-

thropological concern. It’s refreshing that while I can see that Joe has weighty considerations when 
it comes to his practice that he exercises his sense of  humor and isn’t so droll all the time.”

---

“While Joe Krasean presented his artwork, I continued to wait for him to explain the point in his 
art career that he found his calling and decided what kind of  art he would be known for. That 

explanation never came, and I was genuinely surprised. However, I found it important the Krasean 
continues to work in different mediums with different purposes in order to understand exactly what 

he would like to do with his talent. He never sticks with a medium if  he believes that it no longer 
expresses what he would like it to, but Krasean is always willing to give mediums another chance. 
This is especially apparent in his work with ceramics. I was also surprised that Krasean did not 

determine the success of  his artwork based on the price that it sells for. Krasean is more focused on 



his artwork achieving a purpose in his own mind. Joe Krasean’s work focuses on the immortality 
of  his ceramic artwork. Ceramic is the kind of  material that is able to endure the harsh conditions 
of  time. Even after a thousand years, a ceramic work of  art is able to hold its own shape and form. 
Krasean seems to take interest in this fact and donates his ceramic art works anonymously to thrift 

stores and burying them within the earth.”

---

“The most important thing to know about Joe Krasean is that he is not a conventional artist and 
likes it that way. Krasean latches onto an idea and doesn’t give up until he’s satisfied; he breaks 

down the walls of  conventional art and what we think of  as important. He breaks pots he’s made 
without a second thought, which makes him unlike most artists who take their art as something pre-
cious. Krasean also makes commentary on the art world as a whole, how for ceramics and sculpture 

artists all that is important is the portfolio, and because of  that making art the photographs well 
is more important than how it looks in person. Going as far as to bury and destroy his art after he 

takes a picture of  it because then to him, and the world as a whole, it is no longer important.”

---

“Nice gift-shop kitsch. That’s all it is to me. But what do I know?”





Art and Skill
---



You have a studio or room. The studio is located in the Art 
Department at the University of  Minnesota. Therefore, it is 
an art studio. This is the place where you go to make art, and 
you are being paid through some combination of  taxpayers’ 
taxes, private donations, and foundations. You do not under-
stand where the money is coming from, but you do under-
stand that you are, because of  the funding and the setting, 
a public artist. This studio was given to you, or awarded to 
you, and in exchange it is expected that you will exert some 
level of  productivity in the studio. Put simply, you are ex-
pected to make things there. Art being what it is today, these 
“things” can take any form, from conversations, to silent 
screams, to objects, to events, to non-objects, to non-events, 
and so on. However, you have been awarded this studio as 
part of  the ceramics area of  the U of  M Art Department. 
Although it was simply an empty room when you moved in, 
it was an empty room within the ceramics administrative 
coordinates. Furthermore, you applied to this program, you 
applied for this studio, with primarily a ceramics-intensive 
portfolio. Furthermore, you’ve been “doing” ceramics since 
you were 17, or for the last 16 years. You were learning to 
throw pottery before you ever thought about being a profes-
sional artist. And you enjoy ceramics; you honestly like work-
ing with clay and kilns and glazes and tools and slip. Really, it 
would just be best if  you at least tried to mostly do ceramics 
work in this studio. So you have a studio here, where you 
mostly do ceramics and try to make it art. 

So this is the set-up. And largely you agree to its terms. You 
feel lucky to be here, to be paid to go to this studio. Well, 
you get paid to be a teacher’s assistant in the undergraduate 
classrooms, but let’s just say it’s all part of  the package deal. 
You’re getting paid, and you have a bad-ass studio. And you 
agree that there should be some high level of  productivity. 
You don’t want to waste the taxpayer’s taxes, or the founda-
tions’ moneys, or whatever money coming from wherever. 
And you don’t want to waste your own time. 

You have some ideas about what ‘art’ is and you have a sense 
that what is mostly being done in ceramics isn’t really focused 
on furthering the field of  art. At the same time you wonder if  
the entire concept of  “furthering” the field of  art is based on 
an illusory paradigm of  positivism, and you understand that 

really anybody can make whatever they want and it won’t 
damage the “field” of  “art.” At any rate, you know that you 
don’t want to just make pottery and then sell it in a vinyl tent 
at an art fair in a field somewhere. You know this because 
you’ve done this and it didn’t feel right for you. You’re not 
concerned with sales or marketing or brand viability or cul-
tivating an audience that desires your wares in their homes. 
You have other concerns. You feel like you have more to 
offer. So you develop a series of  projects that are based in 
pottery and ceramics techniques, but you give them a unique 
twist. Basically you’re working as a potter in the studio, but 
you’re creating and communicating new frameworks for your 
activites.

But there you are, in the studio, with your activities. Frame-
works aside, you’re making objects out of  clay. And this is 
where skill comes in. You’re making these things. These 
things are the material that is meant to convey your ideas. 
Here is a brief  summary of  your latest idea: You will present 
a large installation of  pottery forms, densely clustered to-
gether over a large part of  the gallery. The cluster will display 
your knowledge of  history and techniques and form, your 
energy and enthusiasm, and perhaps above all your skill. 
Near the cluster a book will sit on a desk. Inside the book 
will be a series of  artist portraits, each starring you, the artist. 
You will be posing in various, semi-fictional guises as differ-
ent artists, along side the objects from the cluster. This will 
take the audience’s attention in a different direction. They 
will perhaps question who made the cluster, what their style 
is, why it’s such a mess, what the authority is. Their urge to 
enjoy the formal display will be tempered by the satirizing of  
artistic personality tropes. At least, you hope something like 
that will happen. But what ends up happening is something 
else entirely. Because, while you wanted to display your 
mastery over this medium, to show the audience that style 
amounts to nothing more than gestural ticks and branding 
mechanisms, you are actually incredibly limited by your 
skills. Everything you’re making just looks like something 
you made. And so the audience becomes as confused as you. 
While you were busy thinking of  moving beyond a signature 
style, you never actually developed the skills to express these 
thoughts. 



So now you’re back in the studio, confused and frustrated. 
You sit back down at the potter’s wheel, determined to show 
that, in fact, you have mastered this medium, and you can 
do anything you want. To prove this, you decide to tackle 
Chinese and Korean bottle forms, which you think are some 
of  the most difficult forms to throw. Granted, you’re throw-
ing in a coarse, terra cotta clay body and they threw those 
forms in the much more difficult porcelain clay body, but let’s 
just get started anyway. Well lo-and-behold, after 3 days of  
intense work, your bottle forms are nowhere near as elegant 
and timeless as the historical masterpieces that you’re trying 
to mimic. In fact, despite your best efforts, your bottle forms 
are somewhat clunky and unresolved. Granted, your bottles 
are decent forms, and many an amateur potter would be 
thrilled to throw them, but anyone can objectively see that 
your forms fall short in many ways. 

So you switch course. You decide to deskill yourself  and 
purposefully make some awkward and ugly forms. You attack 
the wheel like an untrained animal and put together some 
of  the most ungainly and unsightly things you can compose. 
You feel free, unleashing your skill and letting it run wild. 
You fill the studio with terribly messy forms and you have no 
regard for the bounds of  good taste or home décor. The only 
problem is, after 3 days working intensely in this fashion, you 
notice that your intentionally ugly forms aren’t that different 
from your intentionally beautiful forms. They’re all kind of… 
whatever. They look like you made them. They don’t look 
like some clay master was able to exercise whatever level of  
control or un-control he desired.  They just look like a group 
of  objects made by one person. In other words, you haven’t 
evaded the trappings of  signature branding at all. Instead, 
you’ve simply brought about a rather awkward and unde-
fined brand that represents the extent of  your skill.

Now you’re really confused. You tried skilling; you tried 
deskilling. You have some ideas and your skills are causing 
your material work to fall short of  expressing these ideas. So 
you start to shift your ideas. Now you say, “Well, no matter 
how good or bad these things are, I made each one with an 
honest enthusiasm. There’s some small part of  my vitality 
and enthusiasm that is going to be transferred to and com-
municated by these objects, because I made each one with 

an honest effort, even if  I was doing intentionally gimmicky 
approaches.” Additionally, you start to question how the ‘au-
dience’ is going to interface with these objects. You wonder 
if  they’re going to understand or even want to understand all 
these ideas you think you’ve put into play. You wonder if  any 
of  it even matters. To deal with this anxiety, you decide that 
the audience can have different entry points into the work. 
You’ve decided that you’re going to employ a pay-what-
you-want scheme to the pricing and distribution of  these 
objects. This feels like a great idea. This allows the audience 
to determine their own relationship to the work as well as 
determining their own idea of  the work’s value. You are now 
firmly in ‘nice guy’ territory. You’re thinking about energy 
and enthusiasm. You’re thinking that even though your skills 
don’t match your ideas (and that perhaps this means that 
you don’t actually have those ideas; after all—what is an idea 
that you cannot articulate?), you still have a right to make 
this work and you still enjoy making this work. It should be 
adequate for an art show that you communicate your enjoy-
ment, right?

But hold on now. This is starting to feel like a distinct brand-
ing mechanism. What else are you doing but exercising the 
tropes of  a nice-guy artist? Energetic studio work coupled 
with a democratized distribution plan? These are tropes as 
distinct as any other. They have the same weight artistically 
as the artist who pretends to be a master, or the artist who 
pretends to be an anti-master. Isn’t a huge part of  your work 
the attempt to reveal the trappings of  rhetoric in visual art? 
That the attempt to seem convincing, which exerts itself  in 
countless ways, only serves as an authoritative restriction on 
true artistic freedom? 

But really, what the hell are you going on and on about? 
Isn’t the real power of  art some kind of  synthesis of  all these 
anxieties? Instead of  all these conceptual pirouettes that you 
loop over endlessly, shouldn’t you be trying to give voice to 
an actual vision? Shouldn’t you be trying to strike a phantom 
lightning bolt into the cold abyss of  contemporary culture? 
How will you use your skills to do this?





Art and Freedom
---



Complaint: Art is Public Research

I am categorically opposed to any restrictions in 
art.

Under capitalism, art is defined by freedom.

Aesthetics have been capitalized. The object has 
been capitalized. Identity has been capitalized. 
Freedom has resisted. Amongst people that do 
things, none are as free as artists. 

The history of  art since modernism could be 
looked at as a search for greater freedom. The tale 
of  Western art is one of  artists casting off vari-
ous shackles, searching for the purest expression 
of  freedom. Freedom from historical narrative; 
freedom from mimesis; freedom from expression; 
freedom from authority. Modernism is a telos. 

The foundational tenet of  most advanced govern-
ments is the idea of  free expression, with artistic 
expression conventionally occupying the role of  
‘most free.’ The narrative has certainly been com-
plicated since the rise and fall (and rise and fall) of  
Modernism, but the image of  the artist as unbur-
dened by workaday concerns, operating in remote 
and inner realms, remains surprisingly vital. 

This is a call for a more worldly and publicly 
oriented art. The title of  the essay itself  gives a 
glimpse into this ungainly paradox--absolute free-
dom wedded to utility, the private practice of  art 
staged as public service. Let’s discuss the idea of  
art as a critical service. Let’s discuss which obliga-
tions artists have. Can you be free and obligated at 
the same time? 

Freedom of  expression is enjoyed by more artists 
today than perhaps at any other point in history. 
Artists in many places are free to create what they 
want to, in the sense that they can realize what-
ever ideas are inside their minds. And in those 
countries where free expression is not given, the 
battle against censorship and suppression is always 

worthy of  support and admiration. 

But economic freedom for artists, as for most all 
people, remains a fantasy. And I don’t speak here 
about wealth or about the ability to live a luxurious 
lifestyle. I’m thinking only of  the ability to perform 
the work, on a daily basis, that a person wants to 
perform—to make art in the case of  the artist. 

Regardless of  what type of  art she makes, regard-
less of  the degree of  freedom she attempts to artic-
ulate, the contemporary artist is severely restricted 
by the dearth of  ways she is able to make enough 
money to survive and sustain her labors. Said 
another way: it’s hard out there; you can’t just do 
whatever you want. Because of  this, the concept of  
‘freedom’ in the arts can’t be completely analyzed 
through artists’ output or thought processes. We 
must also analyze how artists reproduce themselves 
and access their work. 

Any society that calls itself  free must have a seri-
ous moment of  reflection if  the majority of  its 
artists are struggling to simply work.  Society says, 
“We are free. We have great freedom. Look at our 
artists. They can do whatever they want. We don’t 
restrict or censor them.” The artist says, “My car is 
22 years old and I barely made rent last month. I 
feel great restrictions.” Society says, “You’re free to 
get a job.” The artist says, “I have three.” 

The idea of  free expression is derived from an 
internal, artistic struggle, and it is also a condition 
guaranteed by free governments with free constitu-
tions. But those freedoms are only ideals. Expres-
sion is tempered by economic and social reality. 
What’s true of  art is true of  a people’s culture: 
Value in art has concentrated near the top, it’s 
pleasures privatized.  Most artists, like most people, 
struggle financially, and, like most people, they find 
it hard to get time to do what they want.  Why so 
much struggle?

Are we trying to imagine a more free art? Do we 
want to imagine an art that’s economically free? 



Do we already have this in our blue-chip artists 
with limitless funds? Or are limitless funds only 
another version of  the social order that dominates 
us all? Under current conditions, the art world is 
almost completely subsumed by a market value 
system that remains in service to itself. 

What new value can art represent? Are we talking 
about a utopic society where everyone is just free 
to do whatever they want? Does art need economic 
pressure? What would art look like if  everyone just 
made $35,000 per year, regardless of  what they 
worked on or how much they worked? It sounds 
positively naïve and I’m not sure that would be a 
better system. But the question of  pie-eyed alterna-
tives can shed light on how art currently generates 
value.

The concept of  artistic freedom is largely mis-
placed in contemporary art. The art industry 
places a premium on freedom of  expression, on 
invention and novelty, or on mastery. A select few 
artists are ushered into a relatively care-free pro-
duction, often for a very limited time. Opportuni-
ties continue to increase but tend to concentrate 
in parallel to market preferences. The upper end 
of  production is incredibly seductive. Do you want 
to sell a photo in the coffee shop for $50 or in the 
gallery for $5000? Freedom in this world amounts 
to the objects and activities that can sustain the at-
tentions of  the people paying.

Faced with this struggle, of  course many artists 
push back in extraordinary ways. This is part of  
the new value that we can generate. Art is in a 
unique position to represent critique. But is the 
burden of  critique our current ideal? Is it a sustain-
able obligation? 

Art is a sufficient barometer of  how we’re doing 
as a people. Most of  our artists are struggling. The 
ones who are really having a great time are sus-
tained by the wealthy elite. Others who are able to 
work are sustained by “good jobs,” a concept we 
grow more and more weary of. The best work has 

taken over many of  the functions of  philosophy. 
What kind of  a portrait of  a society does this art 
reflect?

Perhaps naiveté isn’t the wrong approach. What if  
we did make a society where anyone could make 
whatever art he or she wanted to, whenever they 
felt like it? What would that mean for the rest of  
society? For other people’s jobs? It sounds pretty 
great to me. The fantasy focuses the present. We 
can’t make whatever we want whenever we want 
to. Our futures are uncertain. Our art is tempered. 
This is my complaint. 

The reading of  art as a reflection of  freedom was 
not erroneous. We just need to expand and clarify 
it. Many people working in the art world today 
understand these obligations and respond to them 
in thoughtful and productive ways. We should 
applaud work that traces and upsets its own social 
and economic positioning in an absurd system, or 
that attempts to humanize the commodity. This 
requires a thorough reckoning with how we cur-
rently value artwork, how that value system limits 
and enlivens artwork, whether or not this value 
system and what it allows artists is worth changing, 
and what those changes might look like.   

For those in the field that are able to finance their 
own work through sales, I argue for a rigorous 
assessment of  how those sales exert an influence 
on the artwork. For many others that finance their 
work through public and private funding, whether 
through academia, museums, grants, scholar-
ships, or the like, I argue that this amounts to a de 
facto title of  ‘public artist,’ working on behalf  of  
the public. In either case, the economic reality of  
artistic practice represents a set of  obligations and 
influences that affect the specific qualities of  the 
art itself. 

Without analyzing and responding to these obliga-
tions, no art can truly be called free. We can say 
we don’t censor. We can say that artists are able to 
think anything they want. But the work exists as a 



commodity, with all the inhuman aspects of  capital 
that entails. Artists struggle in this society, a state-
ment I feel no risk in stating, and the struggle is to 
live. It’s economic censorship. Following artwork to 
the point that it becomes a full-time career entails 
positioning yourself, intentionally or not, in the 
economic flows of  the art world. These economic 
moments within an art career are reflected in the 
meaning of  the work.

In order to tease out the various strands of  art’s 
value, we must first develop a working picture of  
how art is actually used in contemporary life. The 
picture is immediately complicated by the conven-
tional notion that the use of  art lies beyond most 
normal definitions of  utility, or simply that art has 
no use. Oscar Wilde summarizes this nicely when 
he says, “the only excuse for making a useless thing 
is that one admires it intensely. All art is quite use-
less.” Indeed, one does not use a sculpture in quite 
the same way that one uses a bottle opener or a 
particle accelerator. Standing near art in a gallery 
and opening yourself  to some aesthetic experience 
does not have the same force of  utility as filling a 
bucket with water from a well. For the sake of  this 
paper, I’d like to forestall the potentially interest-
ing conversation about expanding the sense of  
what we consider useful. Instead, I’d like to focus 
here on the ways that we actually do use art in the 
conventional, utilitarian sense.  
To begin, let’s turn to the artist working in her 
studio. This is the first and perhaps primary use 
of  art; the artist needs her own art. While it may 
seem trivial to the unenthused, I think it’s worth 
pausing here for a moment. Every person I know 
who makes art at least begins with some inner 
need to make something. There are many excep-
tions to this. For example, many students in my 
beginning classes are just fulfilling requirements of  
their degrees. And it’s an unfortunately common 
scene these days to see an artist cranking out mer-
chandise because she hit upon something golden in 
the market. Beyond the exceptions though, I think 
we can grant that most artists working seriously 
for any appreciable amount of  time are driven by 

some inner necessity. Whether it’s the pursuit of  
beauty, a method of  asking questions, a therapeu-
tic activity, the exorcising or exercising of  emo-
tions, or some other totally phantom urge, most 
art begins from a desire on the part of  the artist. 
Beyond any considerations of  audience, the art-
ist usually has a personal and very important use 
for her art. I admit that this use-value of  art is an 
enclosed exchange, not subject to any economic 
transaction, and thus does not rise to the level 
of  conventional utility. But this use of  art is pri-
mary—not in the sense of  being most important, 
functional, or operative, but in the sense of  being 
foundational. The artist’s personal use of  her own 
art is the fundamental feature that separates art 
from other types of  labor--that makes art inalien-
able from its producer. Before we turn to other, 
more economic, more ‘useful’ uses of  art, I would 
only submit here that this primary, personal use 
colors all other aspects of  art’s use-value. 
    The basic economic function of  art is to be the 
object of  the art world (here called the art indus-
try). One aspect of  this industry is the sales of  art 
works, but this is by no means the only or chief  
economic function of  art works. The sales of  art 
works represent art in its most commodified form. 
We will return to this in a moment, but it needs 
to be mentioned at the outset that art functions 
economically and significantly beyond market 
sales. The art world today is a massive enterprise, 
comprising universities, colleges, museums, galler-
ies, auction houses, art fairs and biennials, studio 
spaces, for-profit and non-profit art centers, sup-
plies manufacturers, publishers and other media 
content producers, and residencies of  every stripe. 
Without even factoring in sales, the art industry 
represents huge outlays of  physical infrastructure, 
administrative support, and cultural programming, 
all of  which have economic impacts. The entire 
weight of  this economic functioning rests on the 
presence of  artists and art works. The art industry 
uses art, and it needs art. 
As an illustration, we can look at last year’s walk-
out by seven MFA students at USC’s Roski School 
of  Art. Citing a lack of  administrative ethics, the 



entire incoming MFA class of  2014 dropped out 
of  the art school, leaving a gap year in graduat-
ing classes for USC. Ignoring here the ethics or 
efficacy of  their protest, the students’ walkout is a 
precise illustration of  how the art industry needs 
art and artists; if  everyone decided collectively to 
walk out of  every MFA program, there would be 
no more MFA programs. The normal narrative is 
quite the opposite, with increasingly fierce com-
petition amongst applicants vying for increasingly 
expensive spots in a grad cohort. One has to be 
talented and lucky to get in to an MFA program, 
but the people that run these programs are also 
lucky that the degree is somehow still appealing. 
The story is the same across the industry. Artists 
are made to feel lucky just to get their work shown 
anywhere. Opportunities are so scarce that artists 
take mostly what they can get. Securing the proper 
connections is akin to holy writ. But as a collec-
tive, productive force, artists represent the lifeblood 
of  the art industry. This paper is not my attempt 
to unionize artists, although that could be very 
constructive in many ways. Here, I only mean to 
outline what the actual uses of  art are, beyond the 
‘useless’ moments of  aesthetic contemplation, and 
to question how those uses influence artistic free-
dom. In the case of  the art industry, the various 
in-roads to a viable career represent a very serious 
set of  obligations and restrictions. You either fit 
in and get in, or you’re forced to make your own 
opportunities. Of  course this is a grossly simpli-
fied history, when in reality artistic institutions are 
filled with great examples of  growing and evolving 
in response to artistic production, as well as many 
examples of  artists starting or leading their own 
institutions.
To take another example, this time semi-fictional, 
we can look at a young artist trying to find her 
voice through wild experimentation in different 
bodies of  work. One of  her pieces gets noticed by 
a curator who decides to include the piece in an 
upcoming show on digital surveillance, or some 
other topical theme. Of  course the artist is thrilled 
with the high-stakes attention of  being included 
in a museum group show, but she now faces an 

interesting set of  questions. The piece she made 
was only tangentially related to the theme of  the 
show, but is she now a “digital surveillance” artist? 
Should she follow the scent of  success and try to 
capitalize, literally and figuratively, on this selected 
aspect of  her production? The use of  her art by 
the art industry begins to exert an influence on her 
artistic freedom. 
Another semi-fictional example: a young potter 
develops a wheel-throwing technique that is inter-
esting enough for people to want to pay to watch 
it. She spends five years on the ceramics residency 
circuit, wooing small crowds with her technique 
and selling the corresponding wares on the side. 
She grows weary of  making the same work again 
and again, and her reputation starts to become 
a burden at the very moment when her career is 
showing signs of  “taking off.” She’d like to explore 
different techniques or perhaps even different 
mediums, but at this point, 70% of  her income 
is based on the name she’s made for herself  as a 
reliable performer. Does she risk economic disaster 
by reinventing her practice? Does she find freedom 
by going deeper into the practice that she feels has 
run dry? 
In both cases, we can perhaps fault the artists for 
working themselves into their own corners. No-
body is forcing anyone to make art, and the field 
always holds open the potential for radical rein-
vention. But the question is how their freedom 
as artists is tempered by their lack of  economic 
freedom. The situation doesn’t improve for artists 
working in more directly commercial endeavors. 
It’s an all-too-common story now that a young 
artist will break into serious money off the strength 
of  a fresh body of  work and the interest of  some 
very wealthy patrons. A wave of  attention and 
money crashes, and the artist finds herself  unable 
to sustain the inflated prices of  her early success. 
If  she attempts to sell at a lower price, the holdings 
of  her patrons are devalued and she risks being 
blacklisted. Her career is effectively over at the mo-
ment it seemingly began, unless she can continue 
to sustain the interests of  the wealthy elite that 
propped her up initially. 



Very few artists are able to do this, and the ones 
that can sustain inflated prices earn the title “blue 
chip,” in a not-accidental comparison to stock in-
vestments. These are the contemporary artists that 
gain international fame, and they usually have the 
lifestyles to match it. The blue-chip artists repre-
sent a small section of  art production, one that is 
seemingly unbound by any economic concerns. 
In the sense that they have enough money to go 
where they want and make whatever they want, 
the wealthiest artists are free. But I find it very 
troubling that the people who are putatively at the 
top of  our field are sustained almost exclusively by 
the super rich. Richard Serra’s recent work in the 
remote desert of  Qatar is a perfect example. Crit-
ics have given wide acclaim to his aesthetic and 
technical accomplishments in the piece, sweepingly 
titled “East-West/West-East.” Everything about 
the piece is monumental, and I would imagine that 
if  I could afford to fly to the Middle East and hire 
a driver to bring me hours into the wilderness, I 
would probably also have a nice time engaging this 
work. But are we troubled at all by the fact that the 
work, beyond how inaccessible it is, was funded 
by the government of  Qatar, whose human rights 
record is questionable at best? However great the 
‘experience’ of  the art is, we need to start training 
ourselves to see art for what it is: an expression of  
the political forces that make it possible. Do Rich-
ard Serra and the Qatari government do some 
good charity work? Probably. But are we advanc-
ing the conversation about freedom any further? 
Or are we instead just silencing critical voices in 
the name of  ever more spectacular ‘achievements?’    
 The ratcheting up of  technical and aesthetic feats, 
bolstered by increasingly vulgar sums of  money 
from the super rich, has had a completely deleteri-
ous effect on the pursuit of  freedom in art. The 
art industry’s emphasis of  spectacular art feats like 
“East-West/West-East,” the Roden Crater, Mi-
chael Heizer’s “City,” and countless other breath-
lessly lauded projects, has had the dual effect of  
emphasizing aesthetics over discourse and pushing 
art further into the space of  rarified commodity. 
In regards to the former, I’m as susceptible as 

anyone to a beautiful art work, and I’m truly struck 
when I see it done well. But I don’t think aesthet-
ics is the best use of  art, nor do I think that artists 
‘do’ aesthetics better than anyone else. It may have 
once been the case that artists were the best fabri-
cators of  aesthetic transcendence, but with the rise 
and mutational takeover of  mass media, I can’t 
help but feel, as an artist, that we are now a little 
out of  our depth. It strikes me that the art works 
I encounter in museums and galleries these days 
can’t really compete on the level of  intimacy with 
my iPhone and laptop and really can’t compete on 
the level of  aesthetic escape with my favorite shows 
and films. Anyone who is standing in the Qatari 
desert with her jaw hanging open, looking at a 50-
foot (!) rectangle of  steel would probably be quickly 
snapped back into reality upon visiting their first 
movie set. Even the most ambitious art works these 
days don’t really pass muster with journeymen car-
penters and sculptors working in Hollywood. It’s 
not really surprising that professional fabricators 
can achieve astounding feats working on films with 
meager budgets of  $70 million. Of  course plenty 
of  artists realize this, and the once radical, tandem 
moves of  de-aestheticizing and de-skilling, now 
with roughly 100 years of  history behind them, 
have become tropes. 
In regards to the latter, contemporary art has 
become almost hopelessly embedded in commod-
ity fetishism of  the most rarified and putrid variety. 
Art used to be the partner of  radical politics, but 
the top performers these days are now content to 
be handmaidens to fashion and finance, and with 
paydays like we see now, who can blame them? 
Everyone still has to make a living somehow, and 
if  a talented young artist can convince some bored 
patron to part with cash, nobody would fault her. 
The only question is, are we even talking about art 
at this point?
In a free society, the artist must examine her own 
sense of  freedom. I don’t think we really have the 
luxury anymore of  merely representing freedom. 
Many artists still operate under this old flag, whose 
mission statement is, perhaps, ‘anything goes.’ This 
seems to be what the CIA (then operating as the 



OSS) had in mind when, in 1958, they funneled 
money to the MOMA to help launch modernist 
exhibitions as far into Eastern Europe as possible. 
The exhibition, “The New American Painting,” 
1958-1959, traveled as far as Berlin and featured 
the works of  Pollock, de Kooning, Kline, Moth-
erwell, Gorky, and Rothko, amongst others. It 
was a direct provocation and appeal to the com-
munists: this is what American freedom looks like. 
Because art can no longer do battle with the mass 
media when it comes to aesthetics, and because art 
objects can no longer be protected against com-
modity fetishism, freedom is now out of  reach 
for all artists. The new mission statement needs 
to be something closer to ‘holding up a mirror 
to freedom.’ Representing the discourse on free-
dom, giving form to the conversations about what 
restricts us, is still the thing that art can do better 
than anything else. There’s nothing wrong with 
aesthetics or making money, and indeed these tools 
can grant added power to artwork, but as artists, 
we need to be more forceful about what is behind 
these maneuvers. 
Everyone is free to do what he or she wants in this 
field, but each artist must ask themselves whom he 
or she serves. I think the divisions between public 
and private are becoming increasingly porous, 
and even totally ‘public’ funding often comes from 
wealthy donors interested in the arts. In addition 
to questioning who you serve, artists need to also 
examine how their art is used, and by whom. Art 
survives from excess capital. The conditions that 
bring any body of  artwork into existence neces-
sarily exert an influence on that body of  work. 
Ignoring the conditions of  artistic freedom is naïve 
or even irresponsible. I think one of  the most ef-
fective and most under-utilized uses of  art is to 
create projects that illustrate for the public the gap 
between current conditions and true freedom. This 
is, not coincidentally, very closely aligned to what 
research in the humanities is centered on. Some 
examples are in order.
Trevor Paglen’s project “The Other Night Sky” 
documents classified satellites through sumptuous, 
large-format color photographs. Aesthetics are 

wielded to draw the viewer in, to seduce while the 
content of  the project sets its hooks into the viewer. 
Paglen worked with amateur astronomers around 
the world to learn about the classification and po-
sitioning of  the hundreds of  satellites circling the 
Earth. Most of  these satellites are banal—research 
and communications tools. Some have purposes 
that are listed as classified. Some have owners that 
are listed as classified.  The photograph “PAN 
(Unknown; USA-207)” depicts a gorgeous, inky 
blue night sky with bright stars stretched into lines 
due to the long exposure time of  the camera. It’s a 
well-known photo genre--the moving night sky--
and it provides a reliable aesthetic kick. With the 
wide availability of  cheap, high-quality cameras 
today, the image borders on kitsch. But a few ele-
ments complicate our easy reception. First, the title 
hints at something technical at work. Secondly, 
amongst the stretched-out star-lines, in the lower 
right of  the image, four bright dots remain station-
ary. We’re drawn into reading the accompanying 
text. It turns out one of  the four stationary dots is 
a satellite known as PAN, and it is classified and 
unclaimed by any organization. PAN frequently 
relocates its orbit and in the photo, it is depicted 
hanging out next to an Iranian communications 
satellite. Paglen uses a familiar trope to deliver a 
very timely and troubling critique of  the sky above 
us. Who owns the sky and who controls it? What 
kinds of  things are happening up there and in 
whose name? Where is the money coming from 
that funds the unclassified machines that patrol the 
stars? 
Amie Siegel’s video “Provenance” traces the sales 
of  very expensive modernist furniture. The film 
unfolds in reverse chronological order, beginning 
with the collectors’ homes where the furniture 
now resides and moving backwards to the auction 
houses where the pieces were sold, to the ateliers 
of  furniture restorers, and finally to Chandigarh, 
India, where the furniture was purchased at low 
prices from the office buildings of  Le Corbusier’s 
city-wide  modernist utopia project of  the 1950s. 
The film employs the same seductive lighting 
and idyllic settings for the furniture as are found 



in architectural and design publications. Again, 
aesthetics are utilized to grab attention, but there 
is an embedded immanent critique. The film itself  
was sold later at the same auctions as are depicted 
in the  film, and the certificate of  sale is recycled 
into the project, displayed as a Lucite-framed art 
object. Commodity fetishism and the conditions of  
the art economy are called into question. Without 
being overly didactic, allowing the images to speak 
for themselves, “Provenance” opens a forum where 
we can critically examine issues of  aesthetic re-
gimes, colonialism, and wealth inequality. The art 
is a vehicle for its own critique.
In my project “Joe Krasean Handmade,” I hired a 
company to fabricate 100 ceramic cups. I worked 
with the company (Deneen Pottery in St. Paul) to 
choose the mugs’ shape, color, and design for the 
custom logo medallion that features my likeness, 
my signature, and the words “JOE KRASEAN 
HANDMADE.” Normally at this point in their 
process, Deneen Pottery takes a deposit on the or-
der, the order goes into production in their factory, 
and the customer receives their mugs in three or 
four weeks. For “Joe Krasean Handmade,” De-
neen instead hired me as the potter to make these 
mugs in their factory. Using the potter’s wheel and 
other hand-forming processes, I completed the 
order for myself. I paid to have the cups made and 
was also paid to make them. The company acted 
as a mediator and business collaborator. After 
receiving my order, I paid the remainder of  my 
invoice and sold the cups to family and friends. 
Production costs amounted to around $15 per 
mug for me, which is coincidentally about 0.1% 
of  my annual, University of  Minnesota graduate 
stipend of  $15,400.  The price I charged for one 
cup was whatever was 0.1% of  the buyer’s annual 
pay. The project calls to mind all kinds of  question 
about the different roles I play as an artist, where 
my funding comes from, and what is the value of  
the objects I make. The cup’s status as a custom 
commodity was brought into a critical light of  
examination. By revealing and complicating the 
fabrication process and costs, I allow the audience 
to determine and question their own relationship 

to the project. 
 Each of  these three projects presents something 
more than just aesthetic freedom. If  we were being 
un-generous, we could call it perhaps an overly 
self-aware critical tic. Surely there are some who 
feel that art is the home of  beauty and that art 
is meant to transport us above the din; anything 
added to that is a distraction or debasement. It has 
been my contention throughout this essay that the 
field of  art is wide and has tolerance to accom-
modate any vision, and this is part of  its beauty. 
But the true beauty of  art isn’t its tolerance but its 
relationship to freedom. Art is uniquely situated to 
present humanistic research in compelling ways. 
With our access to aesthetics, abstraction, humor, 
and irony, artists are able to grab attention and 
open the possibility for discourse in new spaces. 
It’s not my argument that the use of  immanent 
critique in the arts will solve the world’s problems 
or absolve artists from the need to make a living. 
There’s nothing fundamentally wrong with com-
mercially viable artworks, nor is there anything 
inherently vulgar about artworks that are pre-
sented as direct representations of  themselves. My 
contention is merely that, as an artist, one is either 
directly confronting the idea of  freedom or one is 
working with unexamined assumptions or, worse, 
illusions. The artist is not free until all people are 
free. While the kernel of  any artwork, the inner 
desire to create, remains inalienable, artists must 
examine the conditions that allow for these insights 
to become reality. The inner light that sparks new 
work is held in dialectical tension with the condi-
tions of  the outer world that allow artists to thrive 
and reproduce themselves. As has been the case 
throughout art history, most people don’t re-
ally have the time to invest in understanding the 
emerging art of  their day. It’s not as if  critically 
engaged art works will lead to a swell of  public 
attention. Those types of  fortunes are, at any rate, 
beyond the control of  the artist. But by uniting 
behind a common vision, by making work that is 
publicly oriented, and by giving form to the mirror 
of  freedom, artists will at least be able to answer 
the call about the use of  art. Art can become the 



gauge by which we measure how far we have come 
and how far we have yet to go on the road to true 
freedom.



Joe Krasean
INTERVIEW
by Ned Gromley

Based on actual questions from Joe Krasean’s studio visits.

So what are you working on?

I’m building a series of small to 
large ceramic vessels that will be 
accompanied by a photo book of 
semi-fictional ‘artist portraits.’ 
I have some kind of idea that I 
want to be a really productive 
‘studio artist’ but I need to frame 
this activity in a way that allevi-
ates me the embarrassment of 
showing handmade clay works. 
So I tapped into this idea of the 
portrait of the artist working in 
his or her studio, which is a strong 
trope. I feel like I can dissolve my 
‘identity’ as a ‘maker’ into these 

various guises, and just allow 
myself the space to make whatever 
the fuck I want. This ‘mode’ is 
very attractive to me—the art-
ist as pure creative force. Who 
doesn’t want to make whatever 
pops into their head on any given 
day? This is the mode where we 
tap in to what people call ‘flow’ or 
whatever, and it’s a very energiz-
ing state. At the same time, I’m 
really skeptical of who this char-
acter is. Like, who has the right to 
do that? It’s such a macho stance. 
“Everything I touch is art. All 
I have to do is make it.” So I’m 
building these frames where the 

creativity and the analysis must 
be taken together. 

Where is the power in your 
work? And how do you com-
municate that visually?

I’m not sure how to answer that. 
I don’t know if there is any power 
in my work. I don’t feel like I 
have any power. I know I don’t 
have any money or free time. But 
I guess maybe you’re asking me 
about what people might see in 
my work or what they might ‘take 
away’ from the ‘experience’ of my 
work. Even that is such a weird 



question to me. You have to under-
stand, first, that I don’t have any 
audience. There is literally nobody 
outside of school that’s think-
ing about what I do or waiting 
for my next show. So there’s this 
element to everything I’m doing 
that’s just pure speculation, or 
perhaps pure fiction. I have ideas 
that I think about and I have 
ideas about what I’m trying to 
put into the work, but it’s hard to 
say what the power of the work 
is with no real audience feedback. 
I think the strength of my work 
lies somewhere between a palpable 
physical vitality, a searching 
curiosity, an inviting humor, a 
latent critical edginess, and the 
raw seduction of forms in space. 
That would be a great byline. I’d 
love to read that someday—that 
somebody had written something 
like that about one of my shows. 
It’s more often the case that the 
things I’m putting into my work 
and the things I hear and see 
people reading from the work… 
these are often separated from 
each other. I don’t know if that’s 
a problem that needs to be solved 
or just something that’s endemic 
to our field. I also, truly, do not 
have much experience with audi-
ence feedback. Grad school has 
been great in terms of learning to 
talk about my work, or simply be-
ing forced to talk about my work 
with a greater frequency than I’ve 
ever experienced, but I’m also 

really hesitant to ascribe the force 
of truth or impartiality to my 
‘audience’ from grad school. My 
student cohort and the professors 
that I work with all have different 
motivations and desires that they 
bring to a studio visit or critique 
and I’m often over-thinking about 
where their recommendations are 
coming from. 
In terms of how I communicate 
all this visually, I must admit 
that I’m also a bit at a loss here. I 
feel like your question is reaching 
for some inquiry into synthesis, 
or how I ‘bring it all together.’ 
This is something I’ve always 
been pretty bad at. I have a lot 
of raw, creative energy, I have a 
small amount of skill that I can 
use, and I have an eye for novel 
ideas. But issues like exhibition 
design or clear communication of 
the ‘central’ idea always seem to 
escape me. I think some of it has 
to do with how much I tend to 
jump around. My astrology chart 
says something about how I start 
a lot of projects but don’t truly 
finish very much, and I think that 
sounds accurate to me. I’d like 
to get to this place in the future 
where everything is just so fucking 
tight, you know? Like these forms 
have to be these forms, because 
they come from these concepts, 
and the whole thing makes perfect 
sense, even if in some totally ab-
stract way. The truth is that I’m 
just not there yet. I mostly have 

to the feeling that I’m lucky just 
to get the next idea for something 
I want to make. And it’s not as 
I have such exquisite control or 
virtuosic skill to pull off exactly 
what’s in my head. A lot of times 
in the studio, my actual produc-
tion is something of a shit-show. 
It’s a strange process and, to say 
the least, I don’t have a ‘handle’ 
on the entire thing.  

But what is your work about? 
I feel like we’ve been talking 
for almost two years, but I’m 
sitting here thinking, ‘here’s a 
guy who has no idea what his 
work is doing.’ That seems im-
portant to figure out at some 
point.

Shit man, that’s a really tough 
question. It makes me think like… 
my work must not be about any-
thing if you have no entry point 
into the conversation. My work 
is about a lot of things. I’m not 
a ‘single-issue voter,’ you know? 
Not all the work is unified under a 
single flag either. Example: I have 
really strong ideas for an entire 
show that’s about language, or 
like that’s about when people 
lose language, like with aphasia 
or when people have a stroke 
or something. I want to make 
these little devices and images for 
people that have lost their lan-
guage, that they could go into this 
gallery and feel some comfort or 



safety. Because I think Jesus that’s 
got to be such a crazy and fearful 
feeling when you open your mouth 
and the right thing doesn’t come 
out. So like I have these ideas that 
illustrate the very basics of lan-
guage in abstract and loose ways, 
that can be manipulated by the 
viewer, and that could give people 
a new approach to thinking about 
communication. And what the 
hell is that whole idea about? My 
other ‘stuff’ isn’t really addressing 
the faculties of language directly 
you know? I mean, this fictional 
language show that I’m talking 
about has nothing to do with the 
history of modernism, the role of 
digital image making in contem-
porary art, the aura of the artist, 
studio practice and anti-practice, 
flow and anti-flow, or any of the 
things that my projects are usually 
about.

I want to be able to jump around 
and make convincing work in a 
variety of themes. This seems to 
run counter to my read of how 
most artists actually make a liv-
ing, which is to establish a strong 
brand for themselves. Even artists 
who jump around a lot seem to 
brand themselves on the strength 
of their conceptual maneuvering. 
I don’t know if what I’m talking 
about is a personal character flaw 
and I’m just too flighty and like… 
it’s time for the rubber to hit the 
pavement, or if maybe, like, this 

‘concept’ of the power of branding 
in the arts is going to become my 
brand somehow. 

Why are you doing this?

You mean like, why am I making 
art at all? Jesus! You are really 
putting the screws to me this 
afternoon! No, it’s cool. I get it. 
I’ve read your stuff. I knew what I 
was getting in to [laughs]. You’re 
like the ‘tough questions’ guy. I 
don’t know, you know? I mean, 
the question of ‘why’ isn’t a super 
useful one to me. I’m really in a 
place right now where I’m des-
perate to get my hands on things 
that are useful in the studio. 
I’m looking for concepts I can 
mobilize, ideas that have green 
lights around them, forms that 
are screaming to me. It’s simply 
not useful for me to dive into the 
deepest, darkest reasons for why I 
think I should make art, or why I 
think I have the right to make art. 
I see, perhaps, that this could be 
useful at some point. Like, maybe 
if I dive in really really deep to the 
bottom of my motivations, I’ll see 
something golden or vanta-black 
or somehow really fundamental 
you know? Like—Oh! That’s 
who I am! But I’m not there yet. 
I could do some speculating about 
how I got on this career track, 
what choices I’ve made and what 
was in my past the indicated I 
might end up going for something 

like this. For example, when I was 
a kid, I was always really into the 
idea of being an artist. My dad 
gave me one of his old briefcases 
and I kept a bunch of drawings 
and tracing paper and markers 
and funny rulers and things in 
there. It was like a real treat for 
me to take the briefcase out and it 
was like, ‘now I’m going to make 
an art.’ Or I could talk about 
how deeply affected by color I was 
when I was a boy. I used to have 
insanely strong preferences for 
certain colors. And I grew up in 
the 90s, so there was like this ex-
plosion of these great neon colors. 
Everything was hot pink and hot 
green and hot blue. Everything 
was just fucking hot and these col-
ors really had an influence on me. 
But I hate that stuff you know? 
I mean—I love those memories, 
but I hate it when artists use the 
‘childhood memory’ card in their 
statements. I did a bunch of dif-
ferent things when I was a kid. 
I played sports way more than I 
did anything else, and I’ve never 
considered pursuing any of that 
stuff professionally. I don’t know, 
you know? Why? Why? Why am I 
doing it? Oh—I was a class clown 
too! So like, maybe my angle is 
that I’m a rule-breaker! Yeah 
that’s what it is—I’ve always 
been a natural rule-breaker! No 
seriously though, it’s not a huge 
mystery. Through dumb luck and 
a little hard work, I’ve somehow 



managed to string together an 
unlikely series of opportunities in 
the arts. Who wouldn’t do it if 
they could? It’s the best job in the 
world. I get paid to do this stuff? 
Sure, sign me up.

Did you see that new show 
from Fischli and Weiss? 

Yeah it was killer. I mean, I 
wasn’t in New York or anything. I 
just read about it online and saw 
pictures. Those guys are hilarious 
geniuses. I hear this kind of thing 
in studio visits all the time. It’s 
always really hard for me. The 
question of artist influences... I’m 
constantly reading Artforum and 
Frieze and checking out gallery 
websites and talking about shows 
and artists with my friends and 
going to shows and the whole 
thing. Partially because I love this 
stuff and find it better than any 
other form of content-absorption, 
but also partially because I have 
these insecurities that I have to be 
able to say the right things about 
other artists during studio visits. 
So like… Fischli and Weiss? Ab-
solutely. I think they are kindred 
spirits with what I’m doing. But 
influence is hard. Like, I’ve put 
a moratorium on myself against 
visiting their website anymore, 
because, like, I’m afraid I’m just 
ripping them off anyway and I’d 
rather not know it directly. That’s 
how it is for me with influence. 

You find someone doing something 
you love, and usually they’re do-
ing it better than you. And that 
makes you insecure. Or you start 
to worry about stealing their 
stuff. And then you get resentful. 
I’m often more ‘influenced’ by 
artists I don’t like, or people that 
I think are doing it wrong. Then 
I can kind of activate my punk 
trickster side and start thinking of 
ideas that go against those ter-
rible things. But then you start to 
feel like an asshole and you start 
thinking, ‘you know, art is supple. 
You can’t kill this field. It’s big 
enough for everyone. All artists 
are good artists. We’re all cooking 
with water. You should respect ev-
eryone’s efforts.’ And that whole 
line of thought. I have to be really 
careful looking at other people’s 
stuff because I get caught in these 
loops. I love reading about these 
historical groups of artists that 
were working together under 
a common flag. The New York 
painters, the minimalists, the 
YBAs, and on and on. How great 
would that be? To get caught up 
in a media summary of your mo-
ment? Then you’re not worried 
about influence, you just read 
articles about how influential you 
are! 

Your studio looks like a hobby 
room. Is art just another 
hobby for you?

Yeah maybe! Sometimes it feels 
like it. But it’s a pretty serious 
hobby if it is one. I put a lot a lot 
a lot of hours into this stuff. But 
you’re right, my studio is a total 
man-cave/fantasy fort room. I do 
have a lot of hobbies or interests. 
I have guitars in my studio. I have 
keyboards and drum machines. 
Face paint. Popsicle sticks. Brush-
es. I don’t even paint anything 
and I have a ton of brushes. 
Books. Not all of them art books. 
Pictures and photos from friends. 
Tobacco and beer. Dicks. There’s 
a ton of dicks in my studio. People 
around the studio think it’s re-
ally funny to come to Joe’s studio 
and make dicks out of clay. And 
I think it’s funny too. I make a 
lot of dicks. Camping supplies, a 
sleeping bag and camping mat for 
studio naps. Clothes and shoes. 
Stuff from thrift stores. It isn’t 
like this Bruce Nauman ‘studio as 
chaos’ thing either. I have things 
neatly arranged on shelves. It 
looks like some suburban parents’ 
basement rec room or something. 
You know, I grew up in the sub-
urbs. Our childhoods were com-
pletely focused on hobbies. We 
were all encouraged to just have 
a bunch of hobbies and pursue 
all of our little unique interests 
and have a variety of activities 
to keep us busy because there was 
no such thing as a common, civil 
society. It was just weird parents’ 
houses and yards. But there we go 



again with the childhood-memory 
justification [laughs]. No but for 
real though I have no idea what 
I’m doing. I don’t know the right 
way for me to create a studio. I 
don’t know the ideal conditions 
that nurture my creativity, or like 
what distractions need to be ex-
cised and which ones are healthy. 
The studio has numerous func-
tions for me though. In some ways 
it’s like a pressure-release valve on 
my home life. I can keep a really 
clean, quiet, sort-of minimalist 
living space if I have a studio. You 
just export all that wacky activity 
stuff to the studio, let it get messy, 
and keep the home life clean and 
tidy. I don’t know… it’s a work 
in progress, you know? I’m open 
to suggestions. I change the studio 
a lot. I move studios. I think it’s 
healthy to throw a lot stuff away, 
including work that’s been sit-
ting around too long. I think the 
important thing for me is that it 
keeps moving. Things can stag-
nate. There’s a pretty big Venn 
diagram overlap of artists and 
hoarders. 

So, getting back to the work, 
I keep wondering about your 
formal choices? Like, I’m look-
ing at the work and I keep 
seeing the same gesture, and 
it’s a limited gesture. I’m won-
dering how you can take that 
further, or what could you do 
to specify the formal choices 

in a way that supports your 
ideas?
Again with the formal choices 
stuff! Yeah, you keep seeing the 
same gesture because I’m not that 
good maybe! I have limited skills. 
Especially with the clay stuff. I’ve 
been doing clay for 16 years and 
I’m just getting to the point of 
medium-good. I can’t do anything 
I want with this material. I’m 
really limited by my skills. I have 
enough skills to do some stuff 
though, and that’s what’s on dis-
play here. There’s another aspect 
to your question though, which 
has to do with the idea of distinc-
tion, or of distinguishing yourself 
through your formal choices. This 
touches on the idea of style or sig-
nature. And then we’re getting in 
to branding territory. Every time I 
start to see my moves coalesce into 
a discernable signature, I abandon 
that technique immediately or 
actively try to pervert it. Maybe 
it’s just a tic, but I don’t want to 
be defined by formal style. One of 
the dangers is that you produce 
something marketable, and then if 
you switch ‘styles,’ your audience 
grows restless. The bigger danger 
though is that we’re just replicat-
ing the horrors we see in advertis-
ing and retail design. As artists, 
we have to be able to do things 
that retailers cannot do or unwill-
ing to do. I take a lot of strength 
from certain musicians in this 
respect. Like Bowie made massive 

changes throughout his career and 
it was only when he died—rest 
his soul—that we could begin 
to summarize or understand his 
contributions as a style or brand. 
He kept us off balance. He took 
chances and made it inviting for 
us to follow him down new roads. 
REM same, Radiohead same, MF 
Doom same. For some artists, the 
idea of style is so natural and so 
much part of who they are, that 
they can’t help but be themselves 
no matter what they do. Like, 
Johnny Cash was Johnny Cash no 
matter what he touched. Or there 
are like style virtuosos who have 
such a crystalline vision that they 
just… they can let the concept of 
style carry them. Like Ron Nagle 
is just a style master and I love 
his work. But that’s not me at all. 
On the plus side, I have no mora-
torium on looking at Ron Nagle 
stuff. There’s no danger for me 
there and I look at his stuff all the 
time [laughs]!

You came up in a conversation 
the other day about ‘criticali-
ty,’ and we said that somehow 
your work has that ‘tag’ on it. 
But I thought about it and I 
couldn’t really figure out why.

Hey I’ll take it if somebody’s 
talking about my work with-
out me prompting them! I don’t 
think you meant to compliment 
me though [laughs]. Yeah I don’t 



know. I guess I have a reputation 
for ranting sometimes. I have a 
lot of problems with art as a field 
[laughs]. I can certainly be ‘criti-
cal.’ But tone is something I’ve 
been thinking a lot about lately. I 
became aware of how quickly crit-
ical insight can turn into cynicism 
or just snarkiness. And I don’t 
want to be that guy. I think I have 
a sarcastic edge, but I hope there’s 
something stronger that carries 
through in my work. I think over-
all I’m a pretty positive dude and 
I try to put a real sense of energy 
and vitality in my work. I think 
the humor can be inviting in my 
work, but it also can carry a little 
edge to it that people might read 
as dismissive or glib. I don’t know 
what to say. Jokes are a very 
frequent starting place for me. I’ll 
think, ‘oh it would be hilarious if 
someone did a project that skew-
ered X.’ And then I’ll sit on it for 
a while until I’m like, ‘I’m doing 
that project.’ It’s fun. It’s often 
fun and I start from a place of 
amusement. Or bemusement. But 
I’m also steeped in critical theory. 
I’m not a scholar in that field, 
by any stretch. I’ve worked with 
scholars in that field and those 
people are sharp! I mean, people 
that are really in that field can 
take apart a text and put it back 
together. They can reach back 
through generations of influence 
and give shape to different schools 
of thought and show what’s at 

stake in each of them and how all 
these different schools of theory 
are not mutually compatible. They 
can remember quotes! I don’t do 
anything like that. But I’ve read 
some stuff and I can talk some 
theory. A lot of artists I know are 
allergic to reading so I’m like the 
theory guy or something, but seri-
ously I’m a hack. But seriously, 
read Society of the Spectacle and 
tell me it’s not the most accurate 
diagnosis of our moment that 
you’ve ever seen on paper. Or read 
Mythologies and try to watch TV 
in the same was as before. For me 
it’s another one of those things 
on the scale of content-absorption 
that skews towards the ‘actually 
good’ side. It makes me feel less 
lonely. But I don’t want to be this 
theory-artist who just has every 
project locked up airtight because 
it’s all ‘supported’ or something. 
There’s got to be room in art for 
sheer strangeness and abstrac-
tion or just dark poetry. So yeah, 
I guess if you were talking about 
me and wondering how on Earth I 
came to be associated with critical 
art, you were probably just think-
ing I’m an asshole. Maybe that’s 
my thing. I just want to figure out 
how to be a huge asshole but still 
have people think I’m a really nice 
guy. 

Well thanks, that was a good 
talk.

Thank you! I think so too! Thanks 
for coming. Do you want to buy 
anything?





Art and Space
---



Tactical Artwork: Placelessness as Content.

One of  the main threads of  investigation in my 
practice is the question of  where art belongs in 
society. How should art function at the level of  
culture and economics, and what is the role of  the 
artist in capitalist society? 
My background and early training are in the world 
of  functional pottery. I quickly realized that mak-
ing pots for a living would probably be a really 
nice way to structure daily work, but artistically my 
output would be dependent on the kinds of  people 
that can afford and are interested in bespoke pot-
tery. Who are these people and what do they do 
for a living? 
It occurred to me that, ultimately, selling func-
tional pottery for a living would involve a number 
of  business and marketing decisions that have very 
little to do with purely artistic concerns. Worse, 
a successful pottery studio practice would per-
haps depend more on my business skills than the 
expressive or cultural content of  my work. Said 
differently, the expressive and cultural content of  
my work would necessarily reflect my business 
acumen. This doesn’t sound like art to me. This 
sounds like the entrepreneurial concerns of  any 
small business, and if  we are then talking about 
making a living as a businessman, functional pot-
tery is actually a pretty bad way to go. It would be 
much smarter to go into software development or 
web security or any number of  potentially lucra-
tive, emerging fields.
But I want to be an artist. How do you make a liv-
ing as an artist? Common knowledge would seem 
to indicate that nobody is above “making a living.” 
If  you want to be an artist in a capitalist society, 
you must find some way to capitalize your art. The 
balance that you strike between “purely artistic” 
concerns and “putting food on the table” becomes 
a part of  every artist’s practice. But what does 
that balance look like for an artist that, as a policy, 
refuses to capitalize their output? What does it 
mean for an artist to refuse a comfortable place in 
capitalist society?
   Arjun Appadurai theorizes that place-making 

is a social process called “locality” which results 
in “neighborhoods.” The nature of  this process is 
“inherently colonizing, in the sense that it involves 
the assertion of  […] power over places.” Just as 
pioneer societies had to clear away the trees to 
build the settlement, the production of  locality in 
our society requires the clearing away of  whatever 
social structures stand in the way. Space here is 
projected as a leap-frogging of  power relations. 
Neighborhoods do not stand on a blank Carte-
sian grid, but rather can be found by tracing the 
material history of  social relations within a given 
community. “[T]he production of  a neighborhood 
requires deliberate, risky, even violent action in 
respect to […] other human beings.” Neighbor-
hoods don’t just happen—people make them. The 
history of  a place is the history of  decisions and 
actions, results of  human thought and activity. 
Though Appadurai’s analysis is oriented toward 
anthropology and the revision of  ethnographic 
methods, it is no great leap to apply these thoughts 
to the art world. Artists and their supporters are—
perhaps more than most communities—adamant 
about articulating the place of  the arts in society. 
Sympathetic social scientists are eager to “prove” 
the utility of  arts educations; every mid-level city 
now “boasts” a thriving arts district; Minnesota’s 
own St. Croix river valley draws thousands of  
people every year to participate in the bohemian 
fantasy of  a skilled-craft economy. In each in-
stance, the arts are awkwardly held up as welcome 
and relevant, but only to the degree that they are 
economically feasible, which is nothing less than 
locality as hegemony. 
Nowhere is the process of  locality in the arts more 
apparent and more openly debated than in art 
schools. Contemporary MFA programs are anx-
ious with discussions about the role of  disciplines 
and the “types” of  artists they hope to train. The 
‘Art Department’ itself  usually occupies a strange 
place in any college or university. Administratively, 
art departments are always fighting for money, 
and physically, it is not uncommon to see the art 
building sequestered in some far corner of  a given 
campus. All of  these efforts could be seen as part 



of  the necessary balancing act of  incorporating art 
into a capitalist society, but they could also be seen 
as a drain on limited energies and worse yet, com-
pletely tangential to (in the sense of  never touch-
ing) the true concerns of  art practice. 
Appadurai is attempting to redefine locality, to 
shift its spatial connotations to a deeper under-
standing of  neighborhoods as historically deter-
mined relational contexts. Additionally, he is call-
ing attention to the manner in which the space of  
a neighborhood must be wrested from some prior 
neighborhood. Place-making is inherently hege-
monic, but Appadurai does not offer a meaningful 
alternative. 
Michel De Certeau picks up the thread, with his 
analysis of  hegemony. “It postulates a place that 
can be delimited as its own and serve as the base 
from which relations with an exteriority […] can 
be managed.” This is Appadurai’s ‘neighbor-
hood’—a space taken from whatever or whoever 
previously occupied it. In its production of  space, 
hegemonic power, “distributes behaviors according 
to their place […] and qualifies them thus by the 
fact that they are located on one or another square 
of  the social checkerboard.” In this formulation, 
to carve out a space in society is simply to locate 
oneself  within the nexus of  power relations. Space 
making is equated with power; to have a place is to 
have power over something, to reproduce hege-
mony.
The alternative that Certeau identifies he calls 
“tactics.” Tactical moves gather no power unto 
themselves. “What [a tactic] wins it cannot keep.” 
Tactics do not carve out any space of  their own—
they have no property. “In short, a tactic is an art 
of  the weak.” It’s guerilla warfare as opposed to 
fortress building. The question isn’t one of  finding 
an ‘outside’ to the system of  power relations. In 
Certeau’s formulation, the system of  power is, at 
this point in history, all-encompassing. The ques-
tion is rather how to make moves within the system 
that don’t simply replicate the power dynamics 
themselves. 
“The space of  the tactic is the space of  the other. 
Thus it must play on and with a terrain imposed 

on it and organized by the law of  a foreign power.” 
This, it seems to me, is the proper ‘place’ of  art 
practice. Rather than fighting to justify our place 
on the “social checkerboard,” supporters of  art 
should make a revision. Our insecurity about local-
ity should be reformulated to a skepticism about 
what “fitting in” entails. The fact that there is no 
place for pure art research in late-capitalist society 
is a measure of  how all encompassing the laws of  
spatial hegemony have become. Not fitting in to 
this system is a requisite virtue for any seriously 
resistant force.
This is perhaps cold comfort for aspiring, emer-
gent, or established artists. We must, after all, still 
make a living, and surely not every instance of  art 
situated in society is something to be scoffed at. Ef-
forts to increase public funding for the arts should 
be applauded. I myself  am privileged to work in 
a public university as an art student with nearly 
absolute freedom to pursue my work wherever it 
goes. Clearly something is working correctly within 
the official channels of  power. And while I do not 
mean to suggest that artists should take a libertar-
ian streak, with the powerful and talented rogues 
breaking ground in a completely unregulated mar-
ket system, it would be equally foolish to advocate 
for the still-too-common bohemian fantasies that 
so many artists aspire to. The current place of  art 
in society is a complex picture. Is my university 
studio a replication of  hegemony? Am I collud-
ing with nefarious power brokers by showing up 
to work every day? And after graduation, when I 
search for and hopefully find the professorship that 
is the logical endpoint of  my training, am I plac-
ing myself  squarely within the power structures of  
Certeau’s social checkerboard? 
Certeau makes use of  military metaphors and 
references “the daily art of  war,” so it can be easy 
to slip into a revolutionary mindset when reading 
him. All the talk of  tactics and strategies lends an 
‘us against them’ mentality that I think might be 
out of  sorts with the deeper meaning of  Certeau’s 
thought. “There is no longer an elsewhere. […] 
one has the impression of  exploring the night-side 
of  societies, a night longer than their day.” Rather 



than a revolutionary overthrow of  the current 
power structures, what Certeau offers here is a 
revision. Perhaps the revolution already happened, 
and we just haven’t learned how to see it yet. The 
problem is not ‘us against them;’ the problem is 
learning to recognize the value of  activity that 
remains obstinately outside of  the strictures of  
rational, utilitarian considerations of  a cost/benefit 
analysis. Does it take a neo-liberal hegemony to 
produce a quality MFA program? Is art simply the 
necessary remainder of  a system that cannot hold 
everything accountable to profit?  
These are difficult and meaningful questions. The 
theoretical frameworks outlined above do not in 
fact absolve us of  paying the bills that keep com-
ing every month. Articulating the importance of  
‘outside’ art (outside of  the market value system) is 
difficult when you’re the one pouring money into 
such a practice. It is truly a life’s work to formulate 
a meaningful response to these pressing issues, 
certainly a project that is beyond the scope of  this 
paper. What we can discuss here is how the con-
tent of  the artwork itself  can embody a “tactical” 
approach, an approach that “makes use of  the 
cracks that particular conjunctions open in the 
surveillance of  the proprietary powers” (Certeau), 
without attempting to establish a ‘proper’ place 
within those powers. 
In my project “14 Majors,” I present work that 
could be called tactical. I utilize the skills and 
tropes of  the dominant order in surprising and 
incisive ways. The outline of  the project is thus: 
fourteen ‘trophy’ forms were constructed using 
clay and acrylic paint. I then posed for portraits, 
dressed in the garb of  various athletic champi-
ons—from the golfer’s pique polo to the foot-
baller’s jersey—while proudly holding the trophies. 
These fourteen portraits are processed in Photo-
shop to give an historical patina of  newspaper-
halftones and black-and-white film grain. The 
trophies themselves are then deposited in local 
thrift stores, a documentary image is taken of  their 
place on the shelf  amongst the other thrift-wares, 
and they are left to join the general economic cir-
culation. In the gallery, the portraits are displayed 

next to their store-shelf  snapshots, and a third 
component, a video, plays on a screen. The video 
is a short, montage-style presentation of  all the 
trophies together, resting in a classy vitrine, theatri-
cally lit. The editing makes heavy use of  cross-fade 
transitions, and post-production, animated stars 
twinkle in key areas to underline the faux-luxurious 
status of  these fictional achievements. 
Rather than presenting a “signature” style or 
aesthetic vision, this project questions the very idea 
of  using aesthetics to bolster artistic authority. Ad-
ditionally, the trope of  attainment—the trophy—is 
trotted out in a highly ambiguous fashion. What 
did this character do to win all these trophies? 
What historical era are they from? If, on the one 
hand, they seem so valuable and important, why 
are they pictured amongst the detritus of  consum-
erism in other images? The skepticism of  place-
making is on full display in this project. To stop on 
any one of  the three components—glorious video, 
historically dramatic portrait, or consumer re-
fuse—would be a decisive move towards establish-
ing an exteriority to these objects. But to insist that 
the work lives between multiple and competing 
points, to flatten history and class, and to present 
opposing aesthetic frameworks on equal footing 
is to insist that the work has no place, that indeed 
artists must be very skeptical of  establishing any 
firm ground for their work.
The work was presented in a ‘white-cube’ style 
gallery, but to take it further we must also consider 
better potential venues. Within the art gallery, we 
have become accustomed to being shocked. It is 
no longer possible to be surprised in an art gallery. 
The necessary end point for this project is to mix 
up the content of  the work with the presentation 
of  the work itself. So, for example, we can imagine 
a more effective presentation at any given big-box 
retailer. The video could play in the electronics 
section, on each of  the forty-odd televisions that sit 
as display units. The historical portraits could be 
housed in the picture frame aisle. The thrift-store 
images could be enlarged as wall-wraps around the 
perimeter. Alternately, we could launch the exhibit 
as a multi-platform marketing campaign. The 



video could play as a broadcast commercial on in-
credibly expensive national airtime. The historical 
portraits could be mailed out with coupon booklets 
to millions of  homes. The thrift-store images might 
become pop-up ads on a newspaper website. In 
either case, the content of  the work moves further 
into its non-place, more effectively opening the 
gaps that it putatively calls home.
Tactical work must stay one step ahead of  not only 
the ground that it is exploiting but also the ground 
that the work itself  establishes. This makes for an 
excruciating basis to a daily studio practice, but, 
like a big-wave surfer, I find the wipeouts as thrill-
ing as the ride (unlike a big-wave surfer, I don’t 
face the possibility of  death when I go to work). I 
think art as a field is in a unique position to cri-
tique the near-totality of  the contemporary market 
vision. If  we make art that becomes just another 
brand in that system, we have done the field a dis-
service. While I’m of  the mindset that almost all 
art is on the correct side of  ‘generally good activ-
ity,’ I think art that critiques branding as place-
making and looks incisively at all forms of  locality 
can very effectively illustrate the contemporary 
culture.

Sources:
Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Large. Minneapolis: University of  
Minnesota Press, 1996, pp. 178-188.

De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of  Everyday Life [1980]. Berkeley: 
University of  California Press, 1984. Chapter 2 (portion), pp. 24-28. 
Chapter 3, pp. 29-37.
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Joe Krasean

TOP TEN

ARTFORUM

1 Provenance, Amie Siegel. It’s got everything I 
love. It’s the kind of project I wish I had made. It makes 
me want to quit art. 

2 Nooshin Hakim-Javadi and Pedram Baldari. 
Iranian-American artist couple making videos, installa-
tions, performances, sculptures. I saw Nooshin sit on 
a panel last year at the Weisman Art Museum with the 
Guerilla Girls, and without even trying to, it was clear 
that Nooshin was the only Guerilla Woman that night. 
Pedram is building an art center in St. Paul focusing on 
inter-cultural dialog. If you don’t know, now you know. 
Basically the definition of Bad Ass. 

3 Neues Museum, Berlin. Completely bombed out 
after the war and beautifully restored by David Chip-
perfield Architects. They preserved so much of the war 
scarring and bullet holes but also added so much new 
beautiful architecture. The restoration is seamless and 
beautiful, and the collection is also great. They have an 
extensive holding of Cucuteni ceramics and the Nefer-
titi bust, which they probably shouldn’t have, but that’s 
where it is and it’s also beautiful. One of my favorite 
places in Berlin. 

4 Don Pilcher. Pilcher should be the godfather of 
American ceramics, but instead we have cavemen like 
Voulkos occupying the throne. I saw a Don Pilcher cup 



that he claimed was fired in the atomic blast at Hiro-
shima. That’s a pretty stunning indictment of American 
pottery’s reliance on Japanese traditions. We need 
more Pilcher in contemporary craft.

5 Taco Bell on Franklin and Cedar in Minneapolis. 
I feel like you can’t really know a city until you visit 
it’s shittiest Taco Bell. I happen to live pretty close to 
the one in Minneapolis. It’s a clusterfuck of races and 
classes and ages and everyone is just trying to get 
that good good beef. Their $5 Cheesy Gordita Crunch 
sustained me for like 6 months during grad school.

6 Top Ramen, Oriental Flavor. How can we still have 
a product with the word ‘Oriental’ on it, and what is ex-
actly is oriental flavor? Like Taco Bell, I simply eat too 
much of this stuff. $.20 a pack at Cub Foods. Please 
curate me.

7 Jonah Koch. My wife’s son. Am I a step-dad? 
Or is he my step-son? That doesn’t feel entirely ac-
curate. He’s the reason I learned German. He’s proof 
that I somehow continue to live an absolutely charmed 
existence. 

8 Lamborghini Countach. I feel like so much post-
modernism, Memphis design shit, Finish Fetish school, 
pretty much the 90s in general, can be summarized 
in the Countach. I played with Micro Machines when I 
was young and the white Countach was always king. I 
want to do a piece that’s just a Countach in the gallery, 
no irony.

9 Radiohead. Is it gauche to pick Radiohead? I don’t 
care. I’ve been a huge fan since 1999. Kid A shattered 
my world. They just haven’t stopped. Moon Shaped 
Pool is heartbreaking and effortless. I cried the first 
time I heard Present Tense. I know that not every band 
can be so genius, but I don’t know how so many bands 
continue to operate in such a lazy way after Radio-
head. We should all be trying harder.

10 Hamm’s Beer. My antidote to hipster bourgeois 
affectation. When did a 6-pack of beer start to cost 
$12? Am I talking too much about cheap, shitty food? 
I’m not a starving artist. I’ve got Taco Bell and Hamm’s. 
It sometimes seems like the entirety of American youth 
has been consumed by a crass connoisseurship, and 
I just want to tell people that Hamm’s is delicious and 
sufficient. Stop trying so hard.
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Joe Krasean
This Was My Thesis

Special Requests:

1. Please make your way upstairs to graduate studio E252, to see additional work that is part of this 
show. 

Map:

2. Please return to the gallery on Saturday, April 22nd, from 11am--3pm, for the great gallery give-
away. I will be giving away everything on the tables from the piece, “Used Objects.” Donations will 
be accepted (cash, check, or card, with no minimum or maximum requirement). You can take as 
many or as few items as you want. You can pay as much or as little as you feel. Please email me--  
joekrasean@gmail.com--with any requests or questions.

MORE INFORMATION ON THE BACK----------->



Joe Krasean
This Was My Thesis

Room 1
Nash Gallery

Room 2
Studio E252 
(See map on reverse)

1

2

3

4

All Works 2017

1. Used Objects*

2. Morning Bell

3. Fluke-Sign, expanded polystyrene, 3M Fastbond 30NF Contact Cement Neutral, wood

4. No Client, archival inkjet print from digital

* As mentioned on the reverse side of this very sheet of paper, everything on the tables from “Used 
Objects” will be given away. Please return to the Nash Gallery on Saturday, April 22nd, between 
11am and 3pm, to claim any items that you wish to take. Donations accepted but not required. Take 
as much or as little as you like. But really, please, come back and take something. It’s ‘part of the 
piece.’ Email me if you see something you’d like to reserve. Also, I don’t think I can give away the 
bass guitar because it’s not mine.

MORE INFORMATION ON THE BACK----------->

Nash Gallery Take Away Flyer, Front and Back





Used Objects (Nash Gallery)



















Scenes from the “Great Gallery Giveaway,” April 22nd. 2017.
(Tables reconfigured for Giveaway event.)







Morning Bell (Nash Gallery)

















Fluke-Sign (Studio E252)









No Client (Studio E252)








