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AMONG
THINGS
Bruce Nauman’s sculptures and
performances allow room for the complexities of
an embodied intelligence.
by Gordon Hall
EVERY ONCE IN a while I get an artwork stuck in my head.
Bruce Nauman’s A Cast of the Space Under My Chair (1965–68) was
one such work. For years, while sketching new sculptures or gabbing
in a studio visit, I would remember it, though I’ll admit that for the
first few years this happened, I didn’t consistently remember who
made it. I didn’t pause to figure it out. The sculpture just made intuitive sense to me and bubbled up every once in a while.
A couple of years ago, I did some research about a legendary
piece of found furniture called the “slant step” while looking for an
example of an object that was beloved because of, rather than in
spite of, its ambiguous functionality. I was surprised to learn that the
slant step had been purchased for Bruce Nauman in 1965 at a thrift
store north of San Francisco by his graduate school mentor, William
Wiley. Nauman, Wiley, and others in their Bay Area artistic circle
latched onto the slant step as a sort of icon—a model for art-making
or even a way of living. They organized an exhibition called “The
Slant Step Show,” published a book, and created a wide variety of
artworks dedicated to it, including Nauman’s Mold for a Modernized
Slant Step (1966), a rough copy of the object in plaster with a groove
down the middle. After that I stopped forgetting who made A Cast of
the Space Under My Chair. It was logical to me that the artistic sensibility drawn to the slant step would also have produced this sculpture.
My excitement about the slant step originated in my pursuit of
furniture and furniture-like objects that appear both functional and
ambiguous, objects that refuse my efforts to easily identify them while
also asking me to speculate about their possible uses. This way of thinking
about objects leads to particular questions: “What is this object trying to
teach me?” Or the more specific but weirder-sounding: “What does this
object-body want my flesh-body to understand as a result of our encounter?”1 I am drawn to sculpture because it speaks the same language my
body does, in three dimensions, in size, weight, and movement. When I
stand with it or move around it, it offers its guidance to me directly. What
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does A Cast of the Space Under My Chair have to teach me? And why
couldn’t I forget this modest block of concrete?
Most obviously, A Cast of the Space Under My Chair embodies
a space I seldom, if ever, think about. By making a positive from
the negative space that our bodies hover over while seated, the
sculpture pushes us to remember that the spaces we inhabit are far
richer, more complex, and more nuanced than we usually experience them to be. I am reminded that my typical way of perceiving
the world is exceedingly narrow. I only think I know what is going
on around me, or even beneath me.
This kind of phenomenological prodding out of our habituated
spatial schemas can be a pleasant but unimpactful perceptual exercise.
But it can also have crucial implications when taken seriously: just
because we don’t notice something, or can’t see it, doesn’t mean it
isn’t there. The world is full of overlooked areas of possibility that we
can learn about by attuning ourselves to how our bodies share those
spaces with other bodies—both the bodies of sculptures and the
bodies of other human and nonhuman beings. We always have the
capacity to learn to perceive what we previously overlooked.
I am reminded of a related Nauman work from the same period,
John Coltrane Piece (1968), a three-foot-square and three-inch-thick
aluminum slab with a mirrored face. Nauman put the piece on the
floor with the polished mirrored surface facing down, obscuring it
completely. Made shortly after the death of John Coltrane, who was
known for his reticence to speak publicly about his music, Nauman’s
sculpture asks us to think about the nonvisible places where objects
touch the floor.2 It relies on our belief in the existence of the mirrored
surface. While some viewers and critics found this obfuscation irritating, even antisocial, Nauman has said that he did not intend it that
way: “To me it seemed that hiding the mirror was a positive thing,
because it made for an entirely different kind of experience—the
mirror reflecting and yet not being able to reflect the floor.”3 This
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makes sense to me, and I appreciate being asked to do this kind of perceptual
act of faith on behalf of an object. I value the viewing of art as a means of
retraining our perceptual faculties to work in less normative ways.
When I read each word of the title A Cast of the Space Under My Chair,
the one that sticks out is “my”—as in “my, Bruce Nauman’s, chair.” Nauman,
a cute white guy in his mid-twenties who had recently completed a free
MFA at University of California Davis and was teaching one day a week,
who had a studio near San Francisco and a lot of free time on his hands. This
description of young Nauman isn’t meant to be accusatory; rather, I offer it as
a fulfillment of what I understand this sculpture to be asking of me. It wants
me to consider the numerous events, decisions, and allowances that enabled
him to be sitting in the chair that the cast space was under. Wherever there is
someone sitting in a chair, there are the conditions of that person’s arrival in
that chair—the web of social, financial, institutional, and interpersonal events
that led to a chair holding the person’s body up in a specific space.
Throughout Nauman’s career he was given the benefit of the doubt.
It’s as if the people in power around him said, “Let’s get this guy a seat
at the table. We may not understand what he is doing but it seems like
it’s probably important.” Nauman was taken seriously, even while making work that was confusing, or difficult, or self-contradictory, or nonarchival. He is someone who tends to have a chair pulled out for him to
sit in. Now, after five decades of Nauman’s charmed career, I can experience the sculpture as urging us to think through the conditions of being
welcome in institutional and cultural settings, not just for Nauman, but for
any of us. How did this chair end up under me, supporting my body in
this place? Or, why do some kinds of artists find themselves offered a seat
right away, while others have to wait, or are refused a seat altogether? A
Cast of the Space Under My Chair is a material provocation to consider the
infrastructure that holds each of us up, and to feel how this system holds
some of us up better than others.

Nauman: A Cast
of the Space Under
My Chair, 1965–
68, concrete,
171/2 by 153/8
by 145/8 inches.
Kröller-Müller
Museum, Otterlo.
Courtesy Sperone
Wesrwater,
New York

DURING THE PERIOD of free time and experimentation in his studio
in the mid- to late ’60s, Nauman also produced one of his best-known
works, the performance video Wall-Floor Positions (1968), which is being
re-performed by a rotating cast of dancers at the artist’s retrospective,
“Disappearing Acts,” currently on view at the Museum of Modern Art and
MoMA PS1 in New York. In the original video, Nauman earnestly plods
through a long series of body positions that span his studio’s wall and floor,
pausing for a few seconds between each pose. The matter-of-fact quality of
his untrained movement and the decisive smack of his hands and feet on
the wall or floor as he arrives at each new position contribute to the sense
that I am watching someone attempt to be a sculptural object.
Indeed, Nauman framed Wall-Floor Positions and other performance
works of this period as “using my body as a piece of material and manipulating it.”4 This is not to say that the result is devoid of feeling. For me at
least, it is the opposite: the becoming-object of Nauman’s body produces
a feeling of tenderness for him and for the vulnerability displayed in his
effort to hold the more gymnastic positions, which are interspersed among
moments of rest in the less taxing ones. My voyeuristic gaze at his exertion
and introverted stillness, combined with the perhaps inadvertent sexuality
of many of the poses, adds a quietly erotic undertone to this seemingly
straightforward set of movements within the most basic of architectures.
I am reminded of a line from a review of Nauman’s 1966 exhibition of
sculpture at the San Francisco Art Institute: “As one looks at these things one
feels that they were not designed to be looked at.”5 Though written about
sculptures, this could also describe the effect of watching Wall-Floor Positions.

Nauman: Mold for a
Modernized Slant Step,
1966, plaster, 18¼ by
14½ by 133/8 inches.
Museum of Contemporary
Art, Chicago.
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I feel that I am witnessing Nauman attempt to keep himself company with a private
challenge to feel the vulnerability and pleasure of becoming an object for the gaze of
an unknown number of others. Judging by the crooked angle, the gap between the
poorly constructed wall and floor of the studio, and the presence in the frame of the
edge of some fabric-covered object he didn’t bother to move out of the way before
filming, I would wager that one aspect of this video’s ongoing appeal is its casualness,
and the feeling of intimacy that arises from watching someone do something while
not really thinking that so many people would end up watching it.
I admire Nauman’s effort to produce confusion around the distinctions between
objects and bodies in Wall-Floor Positions. This mixing of categories animates many
of his other early sculptures, including lesser-known works such as Device to Stand In
(1966), a steel triangular ramp with a slot in the back where feet can be inserted. Nauman described this work as “choreography for a dance in which the viewer is invited to
participate within very narrow boundaries.”6 Nauman continued this line of thinking by
describing his interactive works such as Performance Corridor (1969) as props for videos
and performances that also exist as sculptures. Performance Corridor, two freestanding
walls facing each other to create a narrow hallway just wide enough to walk down,
originated as the set for the video Walk with Contrapposto (1968). If I think about these
works as teachers, letting my body follow their lead, I feel myself learning from them
how to take up Nauman’s casual confusion of boundaries and fully inhabit my objecthood. These sculptures invite me to understand myself as both a person and a thing.
Many of us have lived through numerous experiences of being nonconsensually objectified by others, and recent political events have stirred up the visceral
sense of harm that objectification of this kind can produce. For me, working
through these experiences has involved a dedication to taking objects seriously on
their own terms, and on taking my own bodily materiality seriously as a source of
healing and power. Rather than devoting my energy to being seen as a convincing
subject, I have sought to make work and build a life that closes the gap between my
BRUCE NAUMAN
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Bruce Nauman retrospective is not contributing to this effort. I wish for shows that
correct the historical record, not reify it. I wish that museums would invest in all
different kinds of people making a wider array of artworks, and not in a tokenizing,
checking-off-the-box way that does little to sustainably support artists as they develop.
However, I cannot overlook Nauman’s work. I want art that is difficult, hard to
place, or even hard to see. I want art that frustrates our attempts to say what it is “about,”
that makes us feel ridiculous for trying to translate it into any easy explication or summary. I seek experiences with art that are destabilizing and strange. And I need artworks
that give us space to notice and feel and grieve without telling us what to think.
All of these desires draw me to Nauman’s work. And so I feel some trepidation
as I am moved by these sculptures and performances, knowing that I am out of step
with our moment’s enthusiasm for identitarian allegiances based primarily on artists’
biographies. I will not use an artist’s identity as a prerequisite for caring about their
work, or finding something of myself within it. Just as I do not need to identify
with all work made by people who are like me, I also do not think that any artists
or artworks are beyond my ability to find something of personal and political use in
them. I find that Nauman’s early works still have something to teach me. My body is
ready to learn.

Nauman: Body
Pressure, 1974,
performed by visitors
to “Disappearing
Acts,” 2018–19, at
MoMA PS1, New
York. Photo Walter
Wlodarczyk.

body and the lives of objects. I have desired to become ever more objectlike,
working within my communities to develop ways to objectify one another
with respect and dignity. These practices of reparative objectification are
multiple and shifting, from making and caring for sculptural objects to
pursuing sexual practices that find pleasure in consensual objectification to
developing relations with the material world that might include things like
investing in the joys of fashion and night life, or watering one’s houseplants,
or caring for one’s possessions, or pursuing a smaller ecological footprint.
I feel kinship with others who have been damagingly objectified within a
culture whose underlying logic remains largely Cartesian—dividing the
mind from the body and valuing the former over the latter.
There is something reparative for me about finding a resource for this
project in the work of Bruce Nauman, the straight art-dad par excellence.
We must hold onto our ability to find nourishment wherever we can, even
when it comes from people who do not represent us, and who may not have
been thinking of us as a potential audience. Finding a way into work that one
might initially write off as irrelevant to one’s experience is one way of exercising this capacity. The artist and choreographer Ralph Lemon elaborated
on this possibility in his 2003 work After Bruce Nauman’s Wall-Floor Positions (1965), in which he restaged Wall-Floor Positions with another black
performer at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis. What are the stakes for
different kinds of bodies experimenting with “becoming-object,” especially
when those bodies look like ones whose historical equation with objects has
been genocidal? Lemon inserted himself into the body-object relation that
was so casually taken up by Nauman, claiming it as his own in spite—or
because—of the precariousness of this identification.
When I first saw that MoMA would be presenting a Nauman retrospective both at its Manhattan location and at PS1 in Queens, I thought: “Really?
This year, with the fog of toxic white masculinity we have been slogging
through?” I want a New York art world that is as diverse as the city itself, and a

Nauman: Wall-Floor
Positions, 1968,
video, 60-minute
loop. Courtesy
Sperone Westwater.
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1. I have addressed these issues in two previous essays on sculpture: “Reading Things: Gordon Hall on Gender,
Sculpture, and Relearning How to See,” Walker Reader, Aug. 8, 2016, walkerart.org; and “Object Lessons—
Thinking Gender Variance Through Minimalist Sculpture,” Art Journal 72, no. 4, Winter 2013.
2. The contextualizing information for John Coltrane Piece comes from the pamphlet for “Bruce Nauman: Inside
Out,” a traveling exhibition that was on view at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, from March 1 to
May 23, 1995 (“Bruce Nauman,” exhibition pamphlet, Star Ledger, Newark, N.J., 1995, p. 7). There seems to be
some confusion about Coltrane’s biography in relation to the work’s title. In a 1994 catalogue raisonné, the notes
for this work say that Coltrane “sometimes played with his back to the audience.” But as Ralph Lemon pointed out
to me in an email on Oct. 15, 2018, Coltrane was not known for doing this; it was Miles Davis who is famous for
facing away from the audience while performing. It is unclear whether it was Nauman or the author of the notes to
the work in the catalogue raisonné who was mistaken.
3. Bruce Nauman quoted in Willoughby Sharp, “Nauman Interview, 1970,” Please Pay Attention Please: Bruce Nauman’s Words, ed. Janet Kraynak, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 2003, p. 129.
4. Ibid., p. 122.
5. Knute Stiles, “William Geis and Bruce Nauman,” Artforum, December 1966, p. 65.
6. “Device to Stand In (1966),” in Bruce Nauman: Exhibition Catalogue and Catalogue Raisonné, ed. Joan Simon,
Minneapolis, Walker Art Center, 1994, p. 200.
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Luchita Hurtado, Untitled, 1970. Oil on canvas. 30 × 50 in.
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the construction of fantasies and
competing truths, teasing out distortions caused by (mis)translation and
willful misinterpretation. “Shouting
is Under Calling” features a wide
range of recent projects exploring
everything from contraband to
bloodlines to the staged signings
of peace treaties, from an ornithological study of the birds in Bond
films to an homage to the New
York Public Library’s picture archive
(whose classification system also
gave the exhibition its title). Inspired
and governed by order, Simon’s works
deliberately embody the same
control and authority they seek to
expose, with the key difference that
everything is open to scrutiny. Their
technical, physical, and aesthetic
transparency reveals the agenda and
behind-the-scenes machinations,
giving the lie to assumed neutrality
and calling attention to the invisible
hands pulling the strings of even the
most seemingly benign system.
Web site
<www.kunstmuseumluzern.ch>
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MIT List Visual Arts Center
Cambridge, Massachusetts
Gordon Hall
Through May 20, 2018
A sculptor, performer, and writer, Hall
examines the personal and political
effects of how we relate to objects
and to each other. Investigating how
we might use and physically interact
with handmade abstract forms and
creatively reconstructed copies of
found objects, he reveals the social
and political dynamics of engagement. Intentional, yet enigmatic,
these objects function as both
provocative instigators of performance and allegories for an ethics
of relationality. His new project,
The Number of Inches Between Them,
continues a series of works replicating found, one-of-a-kind pieces of furniture. A twice duplicated, geometric
stone bench discovered in a friend’s
backyard appears first as eight interlocking cast concrete panels assembled into seating and then as the
same components disassembled and
leaning against the walls. All aspects
of the object—its design, tactile

quality, material, history, and the
narrative of its maker (the largely
unknown Dennis Croteau, who died
in 1989)—become implicated in
its reanimation, raising questions of
functionality, attraction, intimacy,
and accessibility.
Web site
<https://listart.mit.edu>
Pinchuk Art Centre
Kyiv, Ukraine
Dineo Seshee Bopape
Through May 13, 2018
Bopape, winner of the 2017 Future
Generation Art Prize, has stated that
she hopes to “tickle” something in
the viewer, planting seeds of memory
that might sprout into future visions
through verbally inexpressible
metaphysical encounters. Sown with
feathers, gold leaf, healing herbs,
and sculpted objects (including clay
pieces formed by a clenched fist),
her molded and compressed soil
structures explore a liminal terrain
located somewhere in the borderlands between myth, history, ritual,

and present-day reality. Despite the
evocative associations, these raw
landscapes record a politics of locus,
scarred from battles for sovereignty
over land and bodies. Wealth and
impoverishment, exploitation of natural and human resources, colonizer
and colonized rise to the surface
in installations that undermine the
machismo and domination of land
art. In mabu / mubu / mmu, a new
iteration of a project first presented
in Venice last year, formed Ukrainian
soil breaks up encrusted nationalistic
associations to host synergies of
signs, beliefs, and energies, expanding from politicized propaganda to
embrace more deeply rooted systems
of belief. Like all of Bopape’s recent
works, this is an evolving environment, matter to be reformed in the
face of different geographies and
contexts.
Web site
<www.pinchukartcentre.org>
Whitney Museum of American Art
New York
Zoe Leonard
Through June 10, 2018
Leonard’s photographs, sculptures,
and installations combine lyrical, psychologically astute observations of
daily life with a rigorous questioning
of the politics and conditions that
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I met Gordon Hall in 2014, while working as a freelance curator.
We were serendipitously paired up by a nonprofit organization to
organize a series of "experimental" artist-on-artist conversations,
which sought to materialize different ways in which artists could engage in dialogues with, upon, alongside, and through their work—
consciously rebuffing discursive formats of talking about their work.
Shortly thereafter I was invited to perform in Hall’s piece in the
exhibition FLEX at Kent Fine Art (curated by Orlando Tirado). The
performance, STAND AND (2014), took place at the handball
courts in Chelsea Park, off West 28th Street, where on a warm fall
Saturday seven performers worked together to conGORDON HALL
tinuously move the seven components of a modular
Interview Andrew Kachel
sculpture into new configurations, bodies pressed
against the wood and fabric panels and the surface
of the court itself, responding to sculptural curves, cues from other
performers, and the environment—typically reserved for athletic
activity, but on that afternoon accommodating a different kind of
physical play. The performers in that piece, composed of artists,
writers, curators, and other makers, went on to form the initial constituency of a critique group that continues to meet monthly with
the express purpose of maintaining a platform for discussing each
other’s work in a constructive and challenging environment.
I came to know Hall’s work through the expansive approach to art
discourse that marked our very first collaboration, and a shared
commitment to exploring thought materially, collectively, and over
long durations. On the eve of Hall’s solo exhibition at the Portland
Institute of Contemporary Art and a related publication of collected
writings from 2011 to 2018, I spoke with Hall about the process
of making paired performances and sculptures, tensions between
horizons of possibility and artistic intention, and the vulnerability
inherent in purposeful action.
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Andrew Kachel

We are in your studio
in Crown Heights,
looking west out the window, at a very
beautiful pink sunset and pink clouds
reflecting in the water on the rooftop,
which you pointed out earlier.
It made me think about some of the first
encounters I had with your work,
because some of the things I recall
include painted surfaces that are
positioned against the wall in some way,
presenting almost a shine of color
or a reflection on the wall, more a cloudy
ethereal presence of color. I’m also
thinking about those particular works
in dialogue with the works you’ve made
for your show at the Portland Institute
for Contemporary Art, in Portland,
Oregon (THROUGH AND THROUGH
AND THROUGH: GORDON HALL, June 8
to August 10, 2019). Some of which have
a much more definite material presence,
I would say, if not immediately
intelligible forms. There is a certain kind
of ambiguity, I think, a certain game in
trying to arrive at some possible
understanding of them. I don’t think of
these new works as having such an
obvious component of ephemerality in
comparison to those earlier works. Do
you think about there being a relation
between these works? How has your
work changed over the years, and what
do you think it carries with it from those
earlier works?
Gordon Hall

Thank you for
those up—it feels
good to remember them in the midst
of finishing all these new pieces.
I made them to be objects where
the brightest colors are not visible except
as a shadow or a reflection on the wall
behind the piece. To me, they always felt
like they were facing away from you,
backing into the wall and showing you
their brightest side only as a trace.
I continue to be interested in that
feeling, of being drawn to something
you can’t directly see, that sense
of withholding. I haven’t made any
of these reflection works in a couple
of years, but I could always return to it.
In the case of the show at PICA,
the eighteen sculptures are in the center
of a 10,000-square-foot space, so the walls
really aren’t part of the equation,
and those works rely on white walls
in order to function. There is, I think,
a continuation of this feeling of hiding
or facing away in many of the individual
works and in the PICA exhibition
as a whole. Objects with sides you can’t
see—stacked objects, or objects where
you can see the trace of a bright color
on the bottom, pressed against the floor.
And more broadly I’m still pursuing this
feeling of both familiarity and
strangeness, like encountering an object
that has architectural aspects and abstract
aspects, or that reminds you of something
but isn’t quite that thing. To me it feels
very much along the same lines
as the shadow works, it’s just a different
route to the get there.
AK

I’m also interested in how your
works come to involve

This page
and previous spread
THROUGH AND THROUGH AND THROUGH
installation view, all works 2019 (performance still)

performance in a direct way. Whether
you have a clear idea of a performance
that will happen with them, or on them,
or in conjunction with them, and for
some works maybe not. And although
it may not be a clear distinction—some
works have performative elements
and some works do not—it seems like
there are indeed works that don’t have
performative elements that you made?
GH

I always make the objects
first and then figure out both
if there’s a performance that happens
in conjunction with them and if so what
it is, what the “in conjunction” is—
is a body on it? touching it? with it?
or is it around it, in proximity to it, sort
of coming from something about it?
There are always sculptures that don’t
generate performance, which is very
important to me. Or, in some instances,
there is something that happens with
them but it’s very small and easily
missed. A small movement, or a sound.
For the show at PICA, I am approaching
performance in a way I haven’t before.
Instead of having a 30-minute or
hour-long performance that has an
audience that sits down and watches it,
the 18 sculptures each generate a very
short performance that happens,
unannounced, intermittently throughout
the day, no more than every 20 minutes,
and sometimes less than that.
These performances are mostly solos,
with a couple of duets and trios as well,
and because there are 18 of them,
no audience member will see them all.
And I’ve been trying some new things.
For example, there’s a piece in the show
that’s a cast-concrete shim, with ridges
on the top and bottom and a cylindrical
hole in the middle that goes all the way
through, down to the floor. I asked it
over and over again what it wanted from
me. In the end, it produced a performance
in which an ice cube in the shape
of a soda can melts on the sidewalk
outside the show.

AK
What other sculptures
in the exhibition generated performances
that felt like new territory for you
or pushed specific performative
strategies forward?
GH

There’s a piece in the show
called “Facing L’s” (2019). It’s two
waist-high, smooth, L-shaped pieces of
painted concrete, and there’s a pencil
line down the middle. Anyway, they face
each other but they don’t touch—
they’re an inch apart, facing (or perhaps
back-to-back). The performance that
correlates with them is two people
walking around the space, around
the perimeter of the group of works
in a big circle, and all they have
to do is walk around at a good clip
and keep eye contact with each other
as they walk. Will the viewer necessarily
know that it correlates with that
particular object? Perhaps not, but they
do know in a general sense that
everything they see in some way has
to do with one of the sculptures.
In that sense it’s more like the object
is setting up a relationship between
bodies which is then being turned into
this dance. This is one of two
performances in which the performers
wear their street clothes, perhaps carry
a bag, have their phone in their pocket—
so it isn’t always apparent that they
aren’t just regular people there seeing
the show who start doing this linked
circular walking. I want some of the
performances to not immediately
announce themselves as such.
AK

AK

The ice cube is the shape
of a soda can.

We’ve talked about this a lot in
the past, you and I and our crit
group, and you just alluded to it—these
objects dictating what the performances
will be, or you waiting for the objects
to tell you things, which I think is a really
compelling aspect of your work.
But I also wonder, after working on these
objects and these performances, whether
it ends up creating a cyclical dynamic.
Whether you’ve ever made an object
either in whole or in part as a response
to an aspect of performance in your work?

GH

Yes, it’s exactly a soda can.

GH

AK

You made a mold.

GH:

I made a mold of a can
and then I poured water in it,
and then it makes a beautiful
ice-cube can.
AK
GH

What is its relationship
to that piece?

It’s an echo of the cylindrical
hole in the sculpture,
but as it melts it registers the weather,
the temperature, the sun—all of which
are parts of the show, which is heavily
reliant on the sunlight coming through
the skylights and windows. And the
slowness of this melting produces a pace
which is similar to the patches of light
that cross the space, and the slowness
of the exhibition as a whole, the pace
requested by my work.

I really try to make objects
without knowing what,
if anything, will be done with them,
around them, in relation to them.
I’ve disciplined myself not to imagine
the performances while I’m making
objects. I have to finish them first,
then I set them up in a space and try
to figure out what they want to happen.
Some of them speak more clearly than
others, so when it’s finally time, I know
right away what it is, what to do.
Which is partly based on what I learned
about them while making them,
the intimacy we established through
that. Other sculptures are harder
— it takes time, various attempts, or I get
stuck. And I have to listen longer to hear
from them. The reason I don’t make
objects for specific performance ideas
is because I am not making props.
In typical theatre or dance,
if there is an action that needs an object,
the action is already known and then

Closed Box with Painted Top
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the object has to be acquired in order
to make that possible. That, from what
I understand, is a prop—you need to sit,
so a chair has to be gotten. In that
dynamic, the person’s need is primary
and the object is secondary, a response
to that need. It could be any chair,
within certain parameters. In my work,
I reverse this dynamic. The objects are
first and we are responding to their
needs. Maybe we are the props?
AK

This seems like a real generosity
of spirit toward the objects, a kind
of reverence for the objects in and
of themselves. Allowing the objects
to dictate things rather than the objects
just being things that people use
in a functional way. But the objects are
also very much things that you make.
They’re not found objects, even if they
have relationships to found objects —
and it seems like most of the works
in this show do have relationships
to objects that hold specific or personal
meaning for you.
GH

Almost all, there actually is one
found object in this show,
but that’s…we can talk about that later.
Okay [laughs], but I wonder
then how you think about your
role as both a selector of certain forms
and as a maker. It’s hard to articulate
this, but in elevating the object’s role
to something that is equally primary
as a performing body, or maybe even
that makes a performing body secondary
and subject to the object’s demands,
there’s also your role as overseer.
So, I wonder if there are strategies in your
practice in which you try to either
account for that or…I know you have
so many rules in your practice, ways
in which you actively try to work against
that sort of, I guess you could call it
subjective influence as an artist,
on the sculptures and performances
you make [laughs], which maybe sounds
sort of crazy—
AK

GH

OVER-BELIEFS
cast concrete

This is a complicated question.
People have often described
my work as on the one hand very
controlled, even rigid, and on the other
hand as generous and open.
I would think these modes would
be in contradiction with each other,
but in the world of my work, perhaps
they aren’t. At the root of this is a lifelong
effort to figure out how to relate
to physical objects, the materiality
of the world and our own bodies in it.
You know, I come from a very intellectual
family, a culture of intellectual values,
of prioritizing what our minds can do,
including text-based communication,
reading and writing, thought. I don’t
reject any of these things, but I couldn’t
understand the implication that they
are immaterial. As a kid, I gathered—
and who knows, kids distort things—
but I had the impression that if you
cared about physical things, you were
materialistic, even shallow. As I grew
older, I felt like that way of thinking
about the status of objects worked less

and less well, because life is filled with
things, and I needed a theory of objects
that enables me to care about them in a
way that isn’t destructive of myself and
others, that accounts for our materiality
in a physical world. I’ve worked this
dilemma out in the studio, cultivating a
relationship of care with objects, through
making them. As I get to a place in my
career where I have more help in the
studio, more fabrication support, I never
want to be fully separated from the
labor of making my own work. Not
because I’m interested in work for its
own sake, but because the way that I
know an object through making it is a
particular kind of intimacy and care that
I can’t produce any other way. So that’s
what’s going on with it for me, and then
my hope is that by offering these objects
to others, both in the way they’re made,
arranged in the space, and then in the
way that they’re treated by these
performing bodies, that this care for
objects will be palpable. This is what
I am offering to others, the feeling that
every aspect of this universe has been
considered. And there is, I hope,
something reparative about that relation
of care with objects, which is something
I’ve written about over the years.
What happens when you identify with
objects or confuse yourself with an object?
After the trauma of all the various forms
of nonconsensual objectification that
we’ve all experienced—I especially have
had a lot of experiences of that
in my life—what is it to claim objecthood
within a context that I created?
I’m creating a universe where
objectification happens, but it’s on my
terms, with objects I made, with my own
body, with the bodies of others who have
consented to participate. And in this
I find repair, agency, and often pleasure.
AK

I think it certainly makes sense
to think about your engagement
with objects as one that is motivated not
least by concerns of care. And I’m
interested also in how that plays out in
your performances. I think it’s very clear
when you perform with your sculptures
how that plays out, but I wonder what kind
of dialogues you have with others who
perform with your works? Because I know
you’ve made a lot of performances with
friends as performers. I was a performer
in your work very shortly after we met.
And I think it was only after that point
that you started working with other
individuals who you knew but maybe
weren’t peers, or other performers that
you cast specifically for certain pieces.
Obviously in these situations there
is a choreographic practice, or there
are certain discussions, I would imagine,
about things that the work is doing.
But I also imagine that there is a certain
degree of withholding in the interest
of not being too dictatorial [laughs], holding
open a certain amount of space for
an individual’s agency or for a particular
kind of relation or way of being with
an object to unfold.
So how do you talk about your
performances with the individuals who
are performing in them?

GH

Well, coming from a dance
and improvisation background
it feels natural to me to explain and look
at and think about moving with other
people. But yes, it’s important
that performers are being themselves
in the work, even if it’s within
my constraints, which are sometimes
very narrow. So since I’m going
to Portland next week to train the
14 performers who will be in this show,
I’ve been thinking about how I’m going
to approach it. And basically I’m going
to show them the 18 performances and
they’re going to be able to choose which
ones they want to learn. Then the
process of them learning it — I make it
really clear that they’re not necessarily
trying to impersonate me, they’re not
a stand-in for me, they’re doing
it the way their body does it. So if it’s
something really simple, like sitting
down in a chair, or something chairlike,
people do it incredibly differently, but
the way that you do it is the way that
feels natural to your body, and if you try
to do it like someone else you look really
silly. It’s a weird thing, because in some
sense I’m training them, but what
I’m trying to train them to do, is —
AK

To do what they would
naturally do? [laughs]

GH

Yeah, to do what they would
naturally do and to be themselves
within the constraints of the universe
of the work, in which the options
are quite limited. The first piece that
I made that had strangers performing
in it was The Number of Inches Between
Them (2017–2018, presented at the MIT
List Visual Arts Center), and that was
because I wanted people who were older,
like 70 or 80 years old, for a variety of
reasons I can talk about, but in that case
especially what I was interested in was
the quality of their movement that was
being affected by the limitations of a
body that is aging and losing various
abilities they previously had. So in that
case it wasn’t being like, “Okay, you watch
me do it and then you do it.” Sometimes
it’s just me saying, “Okay so walk over
to the sculpture and then sit down.”
And saying that is actually more open
than me demonstrating it, because then
they’re not trying to copy me, they just
walk over and sit, the way they would.
AK

Who are the performers
for the pieces in Portland?

GH

They are all people based
in Portland that have some
connection with PICA. PICA does
a lot of performing arts programming,
so a lot of them are people who have
performance practices of their own, like
Sidony O’neal, Linda Austin, Takahiro
Yamamoto, and numerous others.
And then there are other performers
who have very little performance
experience. It’s a little bit challenging
for me, because when I was working on
the piece at MIT I went back and forth
to have rehearsals with the people in the
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piece every weekend for two months.
With this, I have just ten days with them.
But it’s also less daunting than teaching
long choreographic phrases, because
these performances are so short and
some of them are really simple, like
holding a pose and very slowly turning
your head.
AK

Do you know which particular
performances individuals have
chosen to learn?
GH

They haven’t chosen yet.

AK

They haven’t chosen yet.

GH

No. But part of letting them
choose is wanting it to be
consensual. For example, there’s one
piece in the show that’s this castconcrete,
painted, hanging bar that’s hung at a
height so that you hold it over your head,
sort of hang on it while kneeling on the
floor. So you’re kneeling there with your
legs open and your arms up, hanging
on this thing, and it ends up looking
and feeling rather sexual, a sort of erotic
objectification, and I certainly want
to do that to make sure people can
choose one only if they are comfortable
being in that position in public.
AK

I know that with certain objects,
you have relationships with
them that are quite complicated
and nuanced. And some seem resistant
to giving up certain aspects of their
natures, as you mentioned. Are there
performances for this upcoming show
that you still haven’t quite figured out?
Some that might even change once
you’re working with performers
in the space?
GH

Yes, there are a couple I am still
working out, and I don’t think
I will know until I have them arranged
in the exhibition. I’ll be able to see them
in relation to bodies from that long
distance away, which will help me
understand what I have made and what
to do with it. The central piece of this
show is this nonfunctional cast-concrete
water fountain, which is a copy of a water
fountain I pass every day on my way
walking to the studio. The show started
with the idea to make the fountain,
and it’s taller than anything else
in the show, and I think it’s going to be
positioned in the front of a group
of objects. And I’m trying to understand
what it wants. It has a little step,
and it has a basin…It’s the conductor.
It’s standing in front of the objects,
conducting the other objects, so …
AK

Three-part Stool (Cream, Beige, and Green)
cast concrete

In one of our last conversations
with the crit group we talked
about the placement of that piece,
even whether it made sense for it
to be apart from the rest of the objects.
I think you were always thinking about
it as somehow having its own unique
relation to the other objects.

GH

Yeah, I can’t quite figure out
how close or how far it is from
the main group, but I do think I want
it to be such that it’s the first one you see
when you come in, and it’s right in the
front. So these are things that are getting
figured out in relation to its placement,
this sense of it watching all the other
things [laughs]. I keep imagining someone
reading, aloud, or to themselves, next to it
or in the corner of the gallery across the
room…I’m not sure yet.
AK

Could you describe
the relationship between your
practice of making sculptures and
performances and your writing practice?
You have a pretty prolific practice
as a writer, which is related to your work
as an artist. I know it’s a bit of a false
dichotomy because in some regards
these are not separate endeavors…In fact,
they’re probably not distinguishable in
any real sense other than —
GH

I get to wear my clean clothes
for one of them.

AK

Yeah, exactly. So there’s
a sartorial difference [laughs].
But a lot of your performances involve
texts that you have written or texts that
you have edited from various sources.
So I wonder whether that is a distinction
that you think about. Like how and
when to involve your writing in your
performance or to put your writing
in direct dialogue with objects you made.
Or if it’s more intuitive?
GH

For me writing is like the access
road that goes along the highway,
which is the objects I am making.
Running parallel and occasionally
intersecting. Like we were talking about
before, working on both in such a way
as to complicate the division between
intellectual and physical work.
I’m thinking about the materiality
of spoken and written language, about
what it can be to speak from your body
to other bodies, or what teaching
and learning is in a material way, and
my work on lecture performances —
both making them and also organizing
other people to do them — comes out
of this interest. I love that dual meaning
of the word “reading”. What we do with
a text or as an aspect of vision
and identification. Trying to complicate
the read. It’s not that I don’t understand
writing and making to be distinct,
but in the moments where I want to put
a performance script with an object,
for example, I’m thinking about the ways
a projected voice is vibrating in a room
and actually taking up the space
between the mouth it comes
out of and the ears that it’s going into,
or the body that feels these vibrations.
Or thinking about the ways that when
we hear people’s words we are hearing
their meaning, physically. We’re being
affected by their meaning. Like someone
tells you something horrible and your
heart starts beating, you’re sweating—all
the different ways that these distinctions
between different realms are actually not
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operational in our everyday lives. We just
think they are.
AK

Yes, and I think sometimes
an encounter with objects you’ve
made can definitely provoke a similar
feeling of being startled, or being
aroused, or, I don’t know… hearing
something and not understanding it.
Similarly, seeing something and
not understanding it. I think especially
the works in this show function in all
those registers to different degrees.
GH

Well, it works the other way
for me too. Like, for example,
What are the similarities and differences
between arranging paragraphs
in an essay and arranging sculptures
in an exhibition? When I arrange
sculptures in an exhibition I am thinking
about what path the person is taking,
in a narrative sense. Like which objects
do I want them to see first, second, third,
and also lines of sight and which objects
are held together in them. But thinking
that way felt very freeing as a way
of writing, too. Arranging the sentences
and paragraphs in a text like the sculptures
in an exhibition. Arriving at them
in an order but without it necessarily
being explained to a reader why
it is ordered in that way, right?
AK

Right.

GH

Or there’s the possibility that
somebody could walk around
the room in a different way than you,
and they always will.
AK

Right, certainly less possible
with reading texts, but that
would be interesting. Although sometimes
your texts also have… I guess you could
say almost a resonance with something
like concrete poetry? Or at least
they have specific forms that are not
necessarily what one would find
in narrative writing or critical writing.
Words on a page that don’t function
in a linear way.
GH

Parallelogram Bench (for Dennis)
cast concrete

For me as a reader and a viewer,
so much of my ability to keep
my attention on something has
to do with trusting the way the maker
is putting these things in proximity
to each other, even if it isn’t totally clear
to me what is going on. Feeling like
I believe the arrangement, the decisions,
the inclusions and omissions, even as the
reasons for them may remain opaque.
And, so, just as I wouldn’t want to make
a sculpture exhibition where you come
to an object and you think, Where
the hell did this come from?” or This has
nothing to do with the universe that
was being created for me by these other
objects that I am already dealing with,”
I always try to write in such a way that
I don’t break the trust of my reader
by suddenly giving them something that
falls so outside of the logic of the piece
that it feels arbitrary or aggressively
impenetrable. Even when things are
difficult I never want the viewer
or the reader to lose the thread of trust

in me, the sense of intentionality,
the feeling that every arrangement is one
of the right formations of the work.
AK

I’m sure that value of trust was
something that guided
the compilation of your writing that
PICA published in conjunction with
their exhibition, OVER-BELIEFS: Gordon
Hall Collected Writing, 2011–2018 (2019).
What was it like looking back on nearly
a decade of writing, especially alongside
the process of putting together
the exhibition?
GH

This is my first experience
of seeing all my writing in one
volume, which has felt really big
in a bunch of different ways. I arranged
the book nonchronologically, and it’s
also not organized by the categories
of the entries — the essays, performance
scripts, and interviews are interwoven
throughout and I ordered them in an
athematic manner. I went through and
read everything and pulled out various
strands, and I tried to put them in an
order that would bring people through
the kinds of ideas and logics and the ways
of working that are evoked in the texts.
And then Roya Amirsoleymani
and Kristan Kennedy wrote such
thoughtful introductions to the book
and Sarah Workneh wrote a beautiful
foreword. I’m still processing it but
it’s really wild. Seeing my work digested
and explored by other people who
I admire so much. Another thing I’ve had
the chance to reflect on — over these years
as I did this writing, I often felt unsure
of where I was going, wondering if I had
gone totally out on a limb or severed my
connections to my past work. But now,
when Iread it all together, it’s actually
a quite cohesive set of ideas. There are
different tendrils that go out into new
places, but they always loop back to
my central concerns. The earliest thing
in the book is a lecture-performance
called Extremely Precise Objects
of Ambiguous Use (2011), which deals
with religious ritual, and shared
subcultures of nonnormative beliefs.
Those ideas resurfaced in a really big way
in the work I made for the Renaissance
Society last year, Brothers and Sisters
(2018), which drew on thinking about
the Shakers and their understanding
of craftsmanship as a form of prayer.
It wasn’t clear to me in the moment how
much I have actually worked on a pretty
limited set of questions and problems —

was done in response to invitations,
and going forward I am planning
on being more in charge of what
I want to write about. There are historical
artists I still haven’t researched
and written about that I really want to,
like Beverly Buchanan, Louise Nevelson,
Marc Camille Chaimowicz, Lygia Pape,
and Melvin Edwards, to name a few.
AK

I want to go back for a minute
to something you mentioned
about arranging sculptures and writing —
the idea of “one of the right formations.”
I was thinking about some of the works
you’ve made that involve pieces being
taken apart and moved around—
GH

Yes, the one you were in,
STAND AND (2014).

AK

Yes, and also the piece
with the handheld objects —

GH

AND PER SE AND (2016).

AK

AND PER SE AND was
for the most part an exhibition
on a table top, and STAND AND was one
multipart sculpture that was specifically
made with the intention of being moved
around, and had two bookends and—
how many, six or seven?
GH

Seven.

AK

Seven moveable components
that were stacked between
large bookends.
GH

Right.

AK

And maybe variations on certain
themes or different approaches
to the same thing. When you look at this
collection do you feel a sense of closure?
Or a certain sense of things being worked
out, and wanting to move on to new
questions? Or does it feel as if this is one
particular phase of investigations
that are very much ongoing?

So in a way that work is a great
example of a work that
to an extent dictates its own potential
movements, in that it sort of looks like
two pieces that are holding together
a bunch of other pieces that are stacked
in a row. But I’m looking at other pictures
in your studio right now, the way some
of your performances with your objects
literally look like you are holding them,
maybe almost about to move them but
maybe you don’t—and then I’m thinking
about other artists who engage static
or even more flexible artworks in ways
that involve the objects being moved
around within exhibition spaces.
And it seems like that is a type
of movement and a kind of performance
that you seem to shy away from, almost
as if the objects as you’ve installed them
have their places that they really like,
and you really like, and it’s so considered,
this order of objects — so intentional.
But this makes me wonder to what degree
spontaneity is something you think about
or struggle with. I mean, I really don’t
think about much in your work as being
left open to chance. Other than your
encounters with objects that you might
remake, for example.

GH

GH

AK

It doesn’t really make me want
to move on to new questions,
but it makes me want to be a lot more
intentional and motivated around how
I approach them. Most of the writing

Well, and the bodies of the other
performers who aren’t me.
There is actually a lot of chance in that.
AK

Oh, that’s a good point.

Fold (III)
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GH

Because people
are so unpredictable.

AK

Sure.

GH
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I do feel good in this universe
I’m making, in which there
are not a lot of unpredictable moving
parts. But I think that’s actually
not the main thing. I am of course
interested in what actually happens
in the performances with the objects, but
what I am almost more interested in
is a viewer wondering about what will
or did or could happen with them.
I remember last time our crit group
was here and we were talking about it,
I was saying, “I kind of wish that
the performances only happened when
the museum was closed, and all the
audience knew was that they do happen.”
And someone was like, “Well, why won’t
you just do that?” That’s a degree
of withholding that feels extreme even
for me, but that feeling of looking
at a thing and speculating about how
a body would engage with it, speculating
about its use — that feeling is more
interesting to me than the performance,
because the performances in themselves
always already are only one possible
option. So with the thing being moved,
yes it can be moved from point A
to point B, but it also could have been
moved into a lot of other places, and
I guess I am more interested
in the wondering about it being moved.
One of my favorite artworks is Imi
Knoebel’s Raum 19 (1986), which
is at Dia:Beacon. I’ve never seen it being
rearranged — ever — I just know that
I’ve gone and it has been rearranged.
And when I see it and I know that it has
rearrangeability as part of its
fundamental identity, that feels really,
really interesting to me and more
compelling than watching a performance
in which people rearrange it.
Do you know what I mean?
So there is that feeling of latency
and possibility. To return to where this
question started, do I want to live
in a world without spontaneity?
No, not at all. What I am interested
in is always feeling that there is,
at any moment, the potential for a lot of
different actions or ways of understanding
something to occur, and that even
when that potential is not realized,
the feeling of it — to be hyperbolic —
that feeling of possibility can be
the difference between life and death.
Because you need to feel like even
when you can’t act on any of them, there
are options, and if you don’t feel like
there are any options…
AK

Then you’re done.

GH

You’re just done. And I’ve been
in that place rather often
in my life. So I think that the feeling
of possibility, even unrealized possibility,
can be somehow more nourishing or vital
than watching the possibility unfold.
AK

And that’s probably not an easy
thing, for you to assume

the mantle of a certain degree of control
over the objects and their arrangement
in order to maximize that effect.
Do you know what I mean? It’s almost
like in order to set the stage for that
feeling of possibility — and I’m specifically
thinking about how a viewer might
perceive things — it seems that one
of the most significant aspects of your
role as an artist working with sculpture,
and working with performance, is to not
be afraid to be extremely precise
and possibly very controlling about your
objects, and about your presentation
of those objects. With the end goal
of presenting something that is radically
open and able to communicate a sense
of openness. You are trying to sense
the ways in which certain arrangements,
certain shapes, and certain gestures
can provide this sense of possibility.
And in order for that to happen,
you actually have to be very precise.
GH

That’s exactly right.

AK

It’s not a contradiction
necessarily, but it’s
an interesting tension.

GH

Thank you so much for
articulating this, this effect I am
hoping that the precision in my work
produces. I like when people dress
up for parties. Some people think it seems
stuffy and pretentious, to dress carefully
for even a casual get-together. To me,
it seems, I guess, brave? When you dress
up to go to an event, what you’re
indicating is that you didn’t end up there
by accident. You went home, you took
a shower, you planned it out, you ironed
your clothes, you went. And if it’s not
fun, if you end up standing there
by yourself awkwardly, you can’t pretend
that you weren’t excited to go. Because
you were. And there’s a vulnerability
in that caring that to me has always been
very moving.
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Between Being and Becoming, A Review of Gordon Hall at the
Renaissance Society
FEBRUARY 12, 2018 AT 8:30 AM BY JAMESON PAIGE

Gordon Hall, “Brothers and Sisters,” performance at the Renaissance Society, February 4, 2018/ Photo: Meg T. Noe.

Becoming, being, and being with—this is the bodily vernacular of Gordon Hall’s installation and performance, “Brothers
and Sisters,” staged at the Renaissance Society. An array of demurely sized but colorful new objects made by Hall, as
well as one collaboration with Octavius Neveaux, are arranged throughout the gallery, sitting, leaning and folded along
the contours of the space. “Leaning Object (Blue),” a long, slender cerulean cylinder precariously creeps up the wall,
pivoting on its slight tilt off the ﬂoor. Not far away are the deep indigo pilings of dyed cotton titled “Fold (II),” which
accumulate on the ﬂoor like an evenly paced tidal ﬂow. Its dark pigmentation is interrupted by dusty residue or wear
from prior touch; this object is meant to be used.
Hall’s work has everything to do with leveraging the nuance of relationships and physicality, begetting the viewer to ﬁnd
comfort in the complexities of difference. Their work investigates abstraction for its ability to depict the particularities of
bodies and genders, while not negating the power of opacity in our binary-obsessed society. “Kneeling (Brick Object)”
potently embodies this simultaneous reach for recognition and illegibility. Composed of brick and mortar, the small
massing is carefully carved away to reveal a gentle, curving form. The typically hard-edged geometry of stacked bricks

is confounded by the sculpture’s deviantly supple surface. Unexpectedly, what is known to be hard suddenly appears
soft. These surprising material incongruencies continue throughout the exhibition, suggesting touch (prior or
impending), weight, pairing and use.
At 5:08 PM, dusk has slyly emerged and the event begins. Rather than performance, Hall names this time “in use.” The
hymnal splendor of an organ echoes throughout the gallery as the audience, lined on either side to directly face each
other, waits to see what this liminal moment of the day reveals. The music ends and four choral vocalists bellow out a
few seconds of a single note in unison. Their voices continue their momentary eruptions throughout, scoring Hall’s
movements. Hall rises out of the audience and moves to delicately lean face-ﬁrst against the gallery wall, the tip of their
nose ﬂexibly accommodating the immensity of the architecture. A series of repeating, machine-like movements begin to
unfold. The repetition of a cycling right arm, and then a left, rolls into the casual succession of swinging leaps across the
gallery. Soon after, Hall stands with arms extended. They strangely curl their left hand and release, only to ball the right
one into a tense ﬁst. After cycling through the choreography, Hall begins again. Each run includes the surprise of a new
movement or connection to a sculpture.

Gordon Hall, “Brothers and Sisters,” performance at the Renaissance Society, February 4, 2018/ Photo: Meg T. Noe.

The pace of these movements vary–some are quick, others slow and subtle. They also entail various ways of applying
pressure, caressing, and becoming. This choreography signiﬁes a set of relations. This aim is perhaps most obvious in
Hall’s plank-like mimicry of “Digits” or the beautiful bending of their torso into the sculpture “Seat (Yellow and
Beige).” In these moments there is a glorious bodily and affective confusion that rides on relationality–does Hall want to
challenge these objects, lie beside them, become them or vice versa?

Framing this affective and haptic expansion is Hall’s thoughtful conjoining of repetition and expectation. Judith Butler
tells us that norms are constituted through repetition, so that normative expectations become substantiated by actual
behaviors. Indeed Hall revels in the repetition of their movements, but seemingly more so in the slippages. Even more
satisfying is how the audience is taken along in this relational revelry. We were left hoping that what might ﬂow out
from Hall’s soft machinic energy are new ways to use something. Especially if that something is our own body and its
relations. (Jameson Paige)
Gordon Hall performed “Brothers and Sisters” at the Renaissance Society on February 3 and 4, 2018.
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Gordon Hall, The Num er of Inche
Rodriguez.

etween Them

etween Them, 2018. Performance view. Gordon Hall. Photo: Ca andra

Gordon Hall’s The Number of Inches Between Them, 2018, replicates a found sculptural
bench and serves as a platform for choreography. It is on view at the MIT List Visual Arts
Center in Cambridge, Massachusetts, through May 20, 2018. Below, Hall addresses their
integrative approach to object making and performance.

TH

HOW AT TH LI T C NT R, which includes sculptures, a letter, and a performance,

is quiet and slow. I think of it both as a space of grief and a space to grieve. The
performance features four people in their seventies and eighties, who sit on and use a
concrete bench in a variety of ways.
A couple of years ago I saw a picture of a beautiful and weird bench in my friend’s
grandparents’ yard in Clinton, New Jersey. I went there to look at it, finding it even more
compelling in person. My friend’s grandfather told me that he bought it from an artist in
the 1980s, and that it was an artwork. It took me several months to find out that the artist
was named Dennis Croteau. Through research and speaking to his friends, I learned about
his life and death from AIDS in 1989. So, this project, in which I make replicas of this
found bench sculpture, became one of getting to know an object as well as a person. I had
already been thinking about furniture, bodily vulnerability, and our reliance on platforms
and structures generally and also in the work of Scott Burton specifically, another casualty
of the AIDS epidemic in that same year, whose furniture sculptures and performance
works interrogated the legacy of Minimalism. The title of this work—The Number of

Inches Between Them—originated from a quote from Scott Burton about the experience
he desired for the seated audiences of his “Behavior Tableaux” pieces, “...what I want
people to become aware of is the emotional nature of the number of inches between
them.”
While I was developing this project, Congress was attempting to repeal the Affordable
Care Act. I kept hearing politicians say, “If you get sick, you’ll need health insurance.”
This word if really hung in my ears, if and not when, as if illness and disability were
exceptions and not facts of all lives—a fantasy of eternal able-bodiedness and autonomy. I
was already asking myself questions about what kinds of responsibilities we have to each
other, physically, symbolically, and societally, in terms of supporting each other. The
intimacy I established with Dennis’s bench became a way of reflecting on support while
physically making an object of support. I remade the bench twice, assembling one of them
like the original and leaving the other in its component concrete parts leaning around the
gallery’s walls, a body taken apart and put together.
[video]

Gordon Hall read a letter to fellow arti t Denni Croteau

Alongside my elder performers, I also perform with the bench, draping my body over it in
a memorized and repeated series of poses. All of it is orchestrated to slow down our
attention spans. I’ve always been committed to that. Especially this past year, a deep
perceptual fatigue and an inability to process what is happening have made me more
committed to making work that does not mimic that kind of pacing or attention economy.
I don’t want to bore people, but I am interested in pushing viewers right up to the edge of
boredom to see what is possible when there are just a few elements and the piece is moving
along slowly. I ask my audience to do some work in order to have a meaningful experience
—this work isn’t intended to entertain.
In Brothers and Sisters, a recent performance at The Renaissance Society, I performed a
repeated phrase of movements with slight variations, moving among and interacting with
a group of my sculptures that were arranged around the gallery space to create a path for
my movements. Each phrase originated in one of the sculptures, and then I strung them
together into a sort of body-sentence, writing with objects and movements. I am curious
about what it means to be watched by others, to present my non-traditional body to the
gaze of strangers. I have thought about this in a few ways, including in terms of what I
have called “reparative objectification” in “Party Friends,” an essay that I wrote about the
years I spent partying in Chicago and the life and death of the artist Mark Aguhar. There
is also an erotics in the way that I (and the viewer, I hope) relate to the objects—a bodily
relationship that aims to produce intimate, hard-to-recognize body feelings. I came to
sculpture through being a dancer, and so I make the objects with my body and then figure
out what to do with them using my own and other people’s bodies.
I have a lot of faith in our ability to change the way we understand what we are looking at
and feeling. With this project in particular, the rather futile act of recuperating just one
largely unremembered life by getting to know this artwork and piece of furniture feels
important. The scale of the loss is so great that it’s more of a gesture toward attempting to
enter that loss somewhere, with someone—and to do this by getting close to an object,
understanding its design and developing a relationship with it and with the past as a result.

I make sculptures that are meant for actual or imagined movement with bodies. The space
between, where the furniture meets your body, that little gap that closes when you sit
down or touch something—that’s what I get excited about. With this object, I didn’t go
out searching for a bench. It’s like having a crush on someone or the way you can imagine
exactly what the body of someone you’ve slept with feels like even when they’re not there.

— As told to Daniel Quiles
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