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Artistic Research in a World on Fire Introduction to the Second Edition Lucy Cotter



Writing this, I am looking out on a garden that has hardly seen rain for three months. Its drought is witness to the encroachment of climate change, and the air outside is tainted by smoke from a distant wildfire. Yet today, the patter of my fingers on the keyboard is accompanied by the sound of rainfall, which is causing green grass to sprout out of the barren yellow. Slowly but surely, it takes over: here a few blades, there a flurry, until the overall sense of lack starts to recede into memory. It will not disappear entirely. Large plants that seemed hardy have not survived; small ones are alive but struggling to thrive. It is a landscape that resonates with “post”-pandemic reality, where the human losses are permanent, where many are suffering from long COVID, and where the long evisceration of the lifeblood of the arts is still being felt. Arts programming has returned, yet it is not an easy transition. The arts landscape is still parched and struggling to reckon with its evident unsustainability, its precarious working conditions, the founding violence of many of its institutions, and its long histories and continued practices of exclusion.1 In a world desperate for new ways of thinking, for alternate visions, and seeking radical social, cultural, and political transformation, artists are necessarily becoming more ambitious with their goals for artistic research.

In the United States, where I have been based since this book’s first publication in 2019, artistic research does not have an established discourse related to debates about artists doing a PhD, as it does in Europe, the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, as well as in some locations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.2 “Artistic research” circulates as a free-floating term in the mainstream art world, little-noticed, it seems, except that more and more artists who engage with wider social, cultural, and political questions in their work describe their practices as research-driven.3 There is an urgency to this work that is palpable and exceeds institutional demands or critical intellectual trends. Among other recent experiences, a two-year curatorial conversation with artist Christine Howard Sandoval, who attends to Indigenous-Hispanic legacies as she negotiates what is present and what is invisible in the physical landscape, brought home to me that much work being done by artists in the US – the first-hand archival research, the original thinking, the forming of connections through transdisciplinary inquiry, and the forging of relationships among and between people, and institutions – would not be done otherwise.4 Indeed, artists worldwide are doing important cultural work that is not being done otherwise. In contexts where this inquiry is outside of governmental priorities, or even against national interests, this work exists and is being done with little support. In most countries worldwide, few sources of funding exist for the kind of long-term artistic projects that make especially significant contributions to wider social thinking and action. This is among the reasons why it matters now to look at artistic research and critically reflect on its wider value. What kind of infrastructural shifts need to take place to support artists to undertake significant artistic research on its own terms?

What are an artist’s responsibilities (and possibilities) in a world that is on fire?5 I hope that the publication of this expanded second edition of Reclaiming Artistic Research will further support artists, critics, curators, and art’s many publics to articulate and embrace the singularity of what art does and has the potential to do in the world, at an individual and collective level. In this edition, I engage in four new dialogues with US-based artists Stephanie Dinkins, Cannupa Hanska Luger, Yo-Yo Lin, and Richard Mosse, whose practices navigate and exceed the studio-gallery system feedback loop in thoughtful and provocative ways, while attending to questions of human and nonhuman survival, self-care and collective care, new technologies, and the unlearning of ableist, gendered, sexist, and racist paradigms. Our discussions build on the twenty dialogues with artists (and curators) from the first edition to offer insight into what artistic research is in day-to-day practice. The dialogue form, which is based on oral knowledge, was chosen because it resonates with (embodied, material) artistic thinking in its ability to circle back over thoughts and peel into multilayered processes. Each of the contributing artists’ and curators’ practices in this book are singular, yet these dialogues are also in dialogue with each other, circling around overlapping areas like sound and spatiality, or engaging with questions such as the nature of history, or the reimagining of the body. The polyvocal echoing return of many qualities of artistic research points to some shared ways of knowing and unknowing in and through art practice.


HOW DOES ART KNOW?

The phrase “artistic research” establishes a connection between art and knowledge. It suggests that academics and scientists are not the only ones who can undertake original research and contribute new knowledge to the world. Initiated by artists, artistic research often comes into being through highly intuitive processes, and its unfolding through practice follows the inner logic of artistic processes, rather than academic protocol. It does not depend on an academic context or academic forms of research. This book is titled Reclaiming Artistic Research because there has been a tendency to view artistic research in academic terms, and thus overlook its singularity and potential. As I discuss in the introductory essay to the first edition (republished in this book), this misperception stems partly from the close association of the term with discourses surrounding the establishment of a PhD in Fine Art, in which programs often legitimate artists’ knowledge production with academic criteria.6 Yet, artistic research has many lives beyond the university context.


It is commonplace for artists today to engage with subjects outside of art, from environmental sciences and emerging technologies to disability studies and immigration flows. Yet, it remains underrecognized that these artists are not simply borrowing ideas or illustrating or creating aesthetic versions of existing academic subjects. Rather, many artists (including my interlocutors in this book) seek to create new questions and new forms of knowledge, using the kinds of embodied-material-conceptual thinking that goes hand in hand with art making. In doing so, they are often pointing to what has not yet been thought, what remains unknowable, or what has been overlooked or misperceived because thinking within the related field has been limited by the shapes and forms of standard academic research. (I use the term “non-knowledge” in the dialogues to refer to knowledge that exceeds formal categories of intellectual knowledge, often lying not only in unknown areas but extending into the unknowable.) Artistic making processes involve imagining, creating, and sometimes prototyping new forms, which can as easily take the shape of a social arrangement or a model for repurposing artificial intelligence as a traditional artwork. Similar types of thinking involving gathering, finding new constellations, imagining forward, and experimenting with possibilities exist as a continuum across these art practices. Even the most abstract work can involve artistic research processes.

Artistic mediums of all types lend themselves to ways of thinking beyond language, and even beyond consciousness. (I address these qualities more fully in my introduction to the first edition.) In its material fluidity and medium-specific processes of making visible, audible, spatially or materially palpable, contemporary art can bring about different multisensory modes of witnessing. The artists in this book were invited one by one, so that the medium-specific ways of knowing and unknowing unfolding through their practices could be built upon through each subsequent dialogue and considered from other facets. I have titled the dialogues to help orient the reader toward these underlying areas, and to make visible overlapping concerns among artistic bodies of work that may not immediately appear to be in dialogue with one another.

Instead of building on what is tangible, artistic research can pivot toward paying attention to human absences. It is attuned to gaps and strains in knowledge, rather than only what is evidently there. Through radical archival interventions and oral-material creations, artists can find ways to manifest and engage with the fragmentation and dispersal of human histories in ways that the formal discipline of history struggles (and often fails) to do. This matters in a world in which the traces of marginalized peoples, enslaved peoples, disappeared peoples, peoples who have been forced to migrate, and / or who have faced genocide and extinction seek to claim their own histories and trajectories. In our dialogue, artist Euridice Zaituna Kala described how, when she did archival research into the history of the eighteenth-century Portuguese slave ship São José Paquete d’África, she was faced not with ample material, but near silence on the 400 enslaved Mozambican people’s experiences. Being an artist, she had other means of moving forward. “I am the archive,” she realized, and continued this research by retracing the ship’s journey with her own body and leaning into transgenerational embodied knowledge.

It is often through gathering fragmented, dispersed, invisible, unarchived cultural memory, and seeing the resemblances between forcibly separated materials and areas of thinking that a community or a culture can imagine forward. In grasping continuities across locations and temporalities, they can “move forward – both internally and externally.”7 The capacity for artistic research to bring together material, textual, and embodied sources of knowledge lends itself to these processes in ways that other (academic) forms of research seldom can. Artists bring the imaginative force and the associative, combinatory thinking of art making to bear on these materials, leading to potentially unforeseen outcomes.

In a new dialogue for this edition, Yo-Yo Lin points to art as a space for unlearning interlocking paradigms of ableist, racist, and anti-queer thinking. She leans into nuanced transcultural imaginaries around the body and incorporates experiences of chronic pain, chronic illness, and disability to create platforms for connectivity where new bodies of knowledge can be formed collectively. Like many artists in this book, Lin’s work is multidisciplinary, cross-cultural, and intersectional. Art’s long-held freedom to work in post-disciplinary ways enables artists to expand their research into the many facets of the subjects they address.

Several artists in this book self-position their practice in terms of the complex relationship between art and activism. Living in the United States, I have been strongly reminded of the ongoing need for artistic research into subject areas that are not wanted or are dangerous or undermining to governing bodies. Having witnessed first-hand the brutality of police violence, while living in Portland, Oregon through the 100-plus days of protest following George Floyd’s murder in 2020, I deeply appreciate Forensic Architecture and Bellingcat’s project, Police Brutality at the Black Lives Matter Protests (2020 – present). By geolocating and verifying over a thousand incidents of police violence, analyzing them according to multiple categories, and presenting the resulting data in an interactive cartographic platform, this artistic research is of widespread legal and sociopolitical importance. (Artist and audio investigator Lawrence Abu Hamdan discusses his work with Forensic Architecture in our dialogue.)

Artists can be keen researchers of scopic regimes, surveillance, and visibility because of their expanded visual registers and expert visual cognition.8 Fluid thinking around media enables artists to use existing technology for different purposes than its inventors intended. In a new dialogue for this edition, Richard Mosse discusses multiyear projects like INCOMING, for which he repurposed military surveillance equipment to foreground the catastrophic conditions of migration into Europe. His latest film work, Broken Spectre, repurposes multispectral technologies used by multinational mining companies and redeploys scientific UV microscopy photography to create one of the most extensive and nuanced documents of the destruction of the Amazon rainforest in existence today. These artists’ work is not made without risk, and in a world where the political climate is increasingly polarized and tightened, artists’ relative freedom of speech and social visibility are crucially important assets.

The ethical and social repercussions of emerging technologies are constantly unfolding, and artists continue to address these questions in provocative and publicly accessible ways. The world is currently on the precipice of an artificial intelligence-led knowledge revolution that is mostly market oriented. It is no longer possible to talk about knowledge production without reflecting on these tech-led epistemic paradigm shifts, in which artificial intelligence’s algorithms favor predictability and therefore the dominant and the known. In doing so, they herald in forms of “digital colonialism,” “technological redlining,” and the “default discrimination” brought about by artificial intelligence’s logic of inclusion / exclusion.9 Artistic research lends itself to counteracting the resulting absences and gaps in knowledge thanks to its tendency to move toward the invisible, the neglected, the unknown, and the unrecoverable. In another new dialogue in this edition, Stephanie Dinkins, one of the leading artists in the US, engaged with AI and emerging technologies, discusses what can be done and why it needs to be done by people from all walks of life, artists included. Moving beyond reactionary critique, Dinkins’s interactive and immersive work offers models for reorienting emerging technologies toward social benefit, equity, and collective care.

As artist Cannupa Hanska Luger proposes in another new dialogue, technology is ultimately not mechanisms but ideas, and “[a] lot of Indigenous technology exists in our cosmology, in our homes, in symbols we create, in forms we express through dance and music” that “has not been allowed to navigate through material science and mechanisms.”10 In his ongoing Future Technologies project, Luger imagines past the exodus of the wealthy to other planets to consider adaptations necessary for the future survival of Earth. In resonance with Dinkins, who identifies the underrecognized knowledge and survival strategies handed down by enslaved peoples, Luger reminds us that this moment of impending environmental collapse is not the first time his people have faced extinction.





SELF-REFLEXIVE KNOWLEDGE

Artistic research may offer competing paradigms for knowledge in today’s world, but it cannot neglect its own foundations. As Tom Holert summarizes: “The more contemporary art is accounted for and addressed as a platform, system, or institutional space of research, investigation, epistemological speculation, and decolonial struggles for the recognition of subaltern, Black, feminist, queer, Indigenous and other marginalized yet powerful modes of knowing and thinking, the more it is confronted with the task of understanding its own roles in the general intellect’s current manifestations.”11 While many artists and arts workers have worked toward equity for decades, this moment of mainstream awareness of social justice issues offers ripe conditions for the art field at large to confront the problematic foundations and exclusionary norms of contemporary art’s modes of existence and operation. The scope of artistic research, which exceeds the production of artworks, offers space to redefine artistic practice. It can be a means of challenging dominant definitions of contemporary art and, by extension, exploring alternatives to white cultural supremacy in arts institutions. In our dialogue, Cannupa Hanska Luger observes: “I work in an industry where art is considered an object, the thing that somebody makes. That couldn’t be further from my personal definition of what art is. Art for me is the making. It is these processes that have been passed down from teacher to student, from ancestor to elder. It’s a continuum. It’s intergenerational.”12

Contemporary art discourse’s self-proclaimed autonomy and porous yet often inward-looking relationship to art has occluded the crucial question of how art relates to culture. Ariella Aïsha Azoulay points to the historic establishment of the art museum as a repository for colonially looted objects, leading to a necessity to present (art) objects as outside of living culture.13 Some of the other legacies of colonial regimes of visibility and categorization of subjects and objects include the individual authorship inherent in the modern artist-function, which naturalizes the apparent cultural neutrality (and default whiteness) of artists in the West. Art has been rarified into something inactive and in need of preservation, and its decontextualization is reflected in the “professional” (distancing, socially detached) protocol for curators, art writers, and institutional workers.14 What is the relationship between the self-perceptions of the art world as a field and how art operates (and co-determines perceived cultural value) in the world? These are questions artistic research discourse cannot skip over. The title of this essay is inspired by a Zoom-based performance by artist Pope.L, which exposed the performativity of the artist’s position in society and the structuring force of the art world, which cannot assume to separate itself from a world at large that, in fact, “has always been on fire.”15

Wider inclusivity in the art world matters as a means of reconnecting institutions with a more expansive sociocultural and political reality and as a way to counteract historically inbuilt measures of exclusion. This is not a simple matter of adding onto existing ways of thinking and working, but rather the bringing in of conflicting paradigms that should reorient institutions to question and relativize the narrowness of previous working paradigms. I felt this sense of reorientation when an artist in a workshop I attended asked, “Why does the art world always seek to ‘include’ the disabled in its activities, rather than asking what we are working on and thinking about and asking if they can join us?”16 Julie Philips thinks far beyond the token acknowledgment of artists who are mothers when she observes that the life-altering and lifelong experience of maternity forges bodies of knowledge that are not otherwise available.17 In her dialogue with Katayoun Arian in this book, Grada Kilomba offers a powerful reflection on the knowledge that is otherwise lost when people of color are not present as leaders and co-shapers of art institutions.18

It matters not only which artists or artworks are included in art discourse and institutions, but how they are included. Attending to artistic research as an entry point into all artists’ practices offers an important counterweight to the identity-led framing of so-called diverse artists because it draws attention to competing cultural paradigms and alternate bodies of knowledge. Curator Karen Archey notes that institutional hyperfocus on an artist’s biography is a way of cutting corners in the contextualization of these artists’ work.19 This covers up the inevitable lack of institutional knowledge and the paltry research undertaken within the tightly budgeted timeframes of the contemporary art institution. (The authors of Post-Critical Museology suggest that the contemporary museum can better let go of its claims to representativeness and return to serious research on art.)20 Too often, “diverse” artists’ work is represented in issue-led terms so that the institution can profit from the currency of hot topics, with discursive simplifications overshadowing the full complexity of an artist’s inquiries. The artistic (material-spatial-embodied) sensibilities in their practice go under- or unaddressed, creating a false separation from other (“neutral”) artists whose work is perceived as medium-led, abstract, philosophical, poetic, etc. (I have addressed this issue elsewhere in more detail.)21 By undertaking in-depth dialogues that are three to four times longer than the standard artist interview, this book seeks to make space to articulate artistic practice in ways that keep these complex form-content-context relationships intact.

Many artists’ work deliberately resists easy legibility as a counterweight to the tendency for the identity-driven neoliberal knowledge economy and click-bait-led public discourse to flow toward transparency and simplification. In response to the hypervisibility that accompanies identity-oriented framing of Black, feminist, queer, crip, and Indigenous practices, many artists embrace opacity, in Édouard Glissant’s sense of a refusal of individuals or communities to be cornered into declaring an essential identity or essence in the face of the “transparency” demanded by dominant culture.22 This doesn’t make these artists’ practices immune to opportunistic misframing, however. Artists today face difficult ethical decisions in this respect, as the sustainability of their practice or their livelihood is often dependent on contradictory opportunities. There is much to learn from artists who push back against this institutional and critical capture. One artist with whom I worked curatorially toward a site-specific performance requested to title the work with an untypable word-image, and to replace the usual press release with a crossword.23 These gestures extended the critical ethos of the performance into all of the conditions of its production, exposing that standard formats are not neutral, and that curators and institutions have the agency to rethink and change them, should they so wish, or, as is often the case, “if they are willing to give something up.”24

There is no such thing as a neutral container for art.25 In considering how artistic research enters the world, art writing is an important interface to the public, as language is a source of security in the face of relatively opaque artwork. However, I increasingly think about the perfunctory role writing plays in the art world, which can limit the possibilities of creating a more nourishing and generative relationship between art and language (and the public). Several dialogues in this book manifest a move away from academic writing toward questions of how language itself can unfold new ways of thinking. (Sher Doruff writes from the position of inter-species; Manuela Infante writes in structures that follow plant thinking.) Several artists play with how text relates to objects, space, and territory (Falke Pisano sees where language ends and the object begins; Sky Hopinka uses song and calligrams to meld imaginaries and places). More and more artists, art writers, and curators are forging experimental writing practices that help to shift the status quo, and it seems that the publishing landscape is starting to make more space for the gray areas between the artistic and the literary, where artists’ experimental material-spatial-embodied-led writing can thrive.26 Having experimented widely with the “affordances” of different genres and writing styles that resonate with artistic practice in conversation with artists working at every level, I am excited to be working on a new book that will address writing as an artistic process and medium.27




EMBODIED MATERIAL KNOWLEDGE

Beyond the immediate concerns of the specific artistic practice at hand, what is at stake in the questions surrounding artistic research is a radical questioning of what defines and constitutes knowledge in the world – in university contexts, in the public discourse and the policies they inform, in our own minds and those of everyone we love, who has inherited and internalized these habitual ways of thinking through normal everyday life. This legacy includes the artist’s sense of inferiority in the academic context, which relates to the inferior positioning of embodied, material, spatial, and lived knowledge relative to linguistic and numerical knowledge (with resulting narrow definitions of intelligence). The dominant consensus around what constitutes thought, or knowledge, art or culture is, of course, historically constructed. Its epistemological foundations lie in Enlightenment thinking from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (René Descartes, Francis Bacon, Immanuel Kant et al.). Europe’s territorial imposition and power over peoples worldwide was partly justified by and made successful by the global indoctrination of defining and enforcing this white supremacist, Western form of thinking as the only real form of knowledge. This left on the scrap heap the forms of knowledge, worldviews, and ways of thinking intrinsic to over 80 percent of the world’s population. The extent to which one feels included or seen within dominant definitions of knowledge, art, or culture complexly relates to this historical and continuous dynamic of internalized oppression and the embeddedness of this exclusionary logic in the norms of discourse and institutional logic. (As an extension of direct exclusion, imposter syndrome is a daily reality for many artists and art workers.) Among many other losses, the Enlightenment epistemic shift toward empiricism, rationalism, and scientific methodology meant that all human knowledge that lay beyond linguistic consciousness (over 90 percent of thinking) was (and still is) sidelined.28

With its fluidity of frameworks, and foregrounding of embodied, material, spatial, transgenerational, and temporally multidirectional knowledge, contemporary art offers possibilities to push against, question, and destabilize Western academia’s epistemological monopoly, bringing in openness to other ways of thinking. Art “can provide in rare but important cases the very organizational structures, theoretical devices, and material contexts to sustain multilayered work on the dislocation and repurposing of knowledge itself.”29 This is why art’s affront to (Western) academic knowledge is an important partner in efforts to decolonize knowledge in the university, and in our own minds. With its foregrounding of oral, material, and performative registers of knowledge, artistic research is starting to be recognized as a unique point of entry for Indigenous knowledge within academic contexts globally.30 Art inherently aligns with and can support the work of activists and academics seeking to decolonize and to center Indigenous ways of knowing. The potential for artistic research to co-shape this wider negotiation of epistemological parameters is one reason why it matters now, more than ever, “to draw a line between conformist, depoliticizing ways of associating knowledge with art” and “the quest for different, oppositional modes of knowing” that many artists today choose to prioritize.31

I once attended a conference in which a young academic was struggling to articulate yoga as a form of embodied philosophy. It struck me that her argument would have been more successful had she invited her audience to do yoga together, precisely because most of yoga’s knowledge is available in and through the body, bypassing conscious thinking and language. Because art’s ways of working encompass inseparable body-mind and subject-object experiences, a comparable falling-out of knowledge happens when academics expect to be able to understand art’s forms of knowledge through academic paradigms. In my “Reclaiming Artistic Research” essay (republished here), I reflect on what happens in the university context when artists undertake PhDs with expectations of having art’s forms of knowledge recognized and embraced, only to find themselves in situations where academic requirements force them to prioritize already existing and nameable ideas and areas of interest over the opaque unfoldings of art practice.

The dominance of academic thought over artistic thinking is not only relevant in the university context, however. It is present whenever critics and curators attend to artistic research with the expectation that it will resemble or can be addressed using the paradigms of academic research. There will, in many instances, be overlaps with academic fields, and the long-standing theorization of those findings can contribute to deepening artistic inquiry, if this is done meaningfully. Too often art is framed using the most well-worn cultural theory, instead of looking further to find deeper resonances in the work of thousands of academics globally, thinking about overlapping questions. (This could be the entry point into collaborative co-thinking, instead of reinforcing knowledge hierarchies through critical juxtaposition of world-renowned thinkers with emerging or less established artists.) This is among many reasons why the PhD in Fine Art needs to be reoriented toward its stated ambitions of articulating practice-based knowledge.

While it is beyond the scope of this essay, I have elsewhere tried to articulate why practice-led thinking needs to be identified and nourished in curatorial discourse.32 Practice-led curating unfolds in similar ways to artistic research processes and this kinship sets up the conditions to do more justice to artistic thinking. For those of us who started to curate as a way of attending to fellow artists’ practices, curating is often led by material-conceptual and spatial-embodied thinking. This allows for a collage-like creation of thought-constellations and a material-spatial unfolding that cannot be expressed in critical jargon or academic terms. To curate in this way is in fact to say something that writing cannot capture. Today, when it is more and more difficult to fund exhibitions that are not designed to engage click-bait attention spans, I wish to emphasize that exhibitions have the potential to be experimental working sites. Their physical, spatial, and material presence can make space for ways of knowing that are embedded in the body, that make us see the performativity of knowledge; that make us witness the connection between voice and word, movement and body, space and subjectivity.

The exhibition’s variety of modes of experiencing opens possibilities for anti-ableist forms of accessibility and its ability to draw attention to the performativity of knowledge opens possibilities for the decolonization of thought.33 Exhibitions offer an unparalleled opportunity to attend to and foreground the value of the “extra-discursive significations of Indigenous art and culture-making.”34 Prem Krishnamurthy once wrote that exhibitions should be permanent, which is a powerful reminder that the knowledge (and potential paradigm shifts) exhibitions can produce should be taken more seriously.35 Moving beyond simple notions of inclusion, and respecting the right for Indigenous “unbelonging” within given institutional structures, what might it look like for Indigenous values and principles to more fully inform and challenge the dominant frameworks of curatorial discourse? How can the rich multiplicity of Indigenous forms of knowledge “reformulate in unique and complex ways” the very concept and practice of curating?36 How might the paradigms of artistic research support this process?




TEMPORAL SHIFTS, A MORE HOLISTIC APPROACH TO ART PRACTICE

When the first edition of this book was published, I was concerned that the absence of images might block artists from engaging with each other’s practices, but something unexpected happened. Not being able to make quick aesthetic judgments, there was more space for artists to focus on what they have in common. This reminded me how often artists are set up to compete with one another, and how by being constantly asked what makes our individual practices singular, a sense of collectivity is undermined. As the pandemic brought to the fore, art is one of our survival mechanisms on an individual and collective level; it does not belong to a market or even to its makers, its temporalities are much longer. In our dialogue, Cannupa Hanska Luger suggests that art predates Homo sapiens, an expanded temporal framing that is reflected in some curatorial practices that work from Indigenous principles.37 I want to close this essay with a reflection on why the notion of artistic research might alter temporalities within the process of day-to-day art making and help to shift public awareness and infrastructures toward a more sustainable art field in which artists can make their best contributions to the world.

The term “artistic research” implicitly encompasses more than the direct production of artworks and by doing so it crucially makes space for otherwise-unnamable activities that are intrinsic to the artistic process.38 The precise nature of the activities included in artistic research is different for each artist, depending on their ways of working and interests. (These differences unfold across the twenty-four dialogues.) Importantly, however, the term “artistic research” grants permission to artists to take the necessary time and actions (or inactions) to nourish and inform their practice, to experiment and develop their work, and not only produce more work. This paradigm shift starts with artists’ self-acknowledgment that this in-depth material-intellectual process (including times of sitting still and critically reflecting) is a necessity and not a luxury for their artistic practices. This acknowledgment needs to extend more fully into institutional recognition of artists’ need to take time to invest in the unfolding of their process. If this clashes with the needs for quick institutional turnover, then those needs can in turn be questioned, which can only help to offset the stress levels of overstretched art workers everywhere.

The premise of artistic research, which foregrounds the material-intellectual processes involved in the making of art, challenges a tendency I observe in the US and other market-driven art locations, for even the very limited funding sources available to only be allocated for direct artistic output, and for awards and residencies to come with a priori demands of culminating exhibitions.39 Not surprisingly, many artists hold back from long-term experimentation and in-depth research, being obliged to focus on continuous output to have any kind of sustainable practice.40 In order to remain prolific in the face of inevitable time constraints, too many artists frequently skip over the necessary “restocking of the pond” of their creative process.41 While inertia is part of any creative process, these conditions lead to long-term production of under-par work, and ultimately block the artist from reaching their full potential, creatively and professionally. Experimentation and open-ended research are, of course, the most difficult thing to finance anywhere and most contemporary art projects, even those privately funded, are being carried out by artists working at low pay.42 However the agency of artists to determine the shape and form of their practices increases when these needs are widely understood.

The notion of artistic research as an ongoing process within practice shifts emphasis away from the production of “new” (art)work. It insists rather on multiyear time spans for artistic projects (that include but are not limited to artworks). In the dialogues, we witness how many years these processes take. This mental shift also redirects curatorial and critical attention from the latest work toward how an artist’s practice unfolds from one project to the next, with an eye for continuity and growth, and the inevitable circling back and deepening of the process. (The practice moves at different speeds on different levels of its existence.) This perspective exposes what artists need to nourish within their practice to continue to grow and to thrive, and to not plateau mid-career. It shows what artists need to receive in terms of curatorial, institutional, academic, and public support in order to reach their full potential. Greater support of artistic research could enable artists to bring their work into every kind of social and public context that they could meaningfully contribute to.43 Through this expanded view of artistic practice as a multi-sited entity that unfolds over many years, the world at large might better apprehend and appreciate the life-long contribution of artists, culturally, socially, and politically.

As an embodiment of this longevity of artistic research, I am picturing Simone Forti at the age of eighty, pushing her prone body across an ice-laden Illinois shoreline as part of a late performance work.44 The incessant stream of news on the transistor radio she carries is drowned out by the sheer physicality of her actions, and how they make palpable the connectedness of environmental and individual well-being – a quietly insistent message in a world on fire.







Endnotes

1 Data from 2022 gleaned from a survey of staff members from fifty-four art museums in the United States suggests that 60 percent of workers are thinking about leaving their jobs, and 68 percent are thinking of leaving the field altogether. Low pay and burnout are cited as the top reasons for this. This rate is higher among those who experience discrimination or harassment. Museums Moving Forward (2023), https://museumsmovingforward.com/data-studies/2023. The continuity between museums’ colonial foundations and US museums’ values in the present is examined by Laura Raikovich in Culture Strike: Art Museums in an Age of Protest (London: Verso, 2021).

2 James Elkins has mapped the existence of PhD in Fine Art programs globally. See https://www.jameselkins.com/yy/2-list-of-phd-programs-around-the-world, including some in the US (see note iii). See also J. Elkins, Artists with PhDs: On the New Doctoral Degree in Studio Art (Washington, DC: New Academia Publishing, 2009, expanded ed., 2014). See Danny Butt, Artistic Research in the Future Academy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017) for reflections and debates on the PhD in Fine Art’s relationship to the university.

3 Sporadic independent institutions throughout the US center artistic research in their mission, including Rivers Institute for Contemporary Art and Thought, New Orleans, and the recently established Center for Art, Research and Alliances in New York City. James Elkins identifies seven arts practice-based PhDs in Fine Art in the US. Alongside electronic, digital, film, and performance arts PhDs, two of these are studio-based visual arts PhDs and one is a non-studio-based PhD in Fine Art. The wider contextual reasons for the PhD in Fine Art not proliferating throughout the US are considered by Elkins, Artists with PhDs.

4 Our dialogue led to an extensive solo exhibition Christine Howard Sandoval: Timelines for the Future. Documentation can be viewed at: https://www.oregoncontemporary.org/timelines-for-the-future.

5 I draw on Anna Jensen’s formulation that art has responsibilities and possibilities. Encyclopedia of In-Betweenness: An Exploration of a Collective Artistic Research Practice, PhD diss. (Aalto University, 2023), p. 47

6 Silvia Henke, Dieter Mersch, Nicolaj van der Meulen, Thomas Strässle, and Jörg Wiesel’s Manifesto of Artistic Research (Zurich: Diaphanes, 2020) pleas for art to stop being in competition with the academic, and to strike out and articulate its own research epistemologies, in relation to and drawing on a long history of aesthetics as a mode of thinking. This subtly argued philosophical reflection speaks back to the university in the dominant terms of Western philosophy. Centering Kant’s philosophies on aesthetics, it overlooks the potential to challenge these frameworks for decolonial purposes.

7 Sky Hopinka, Around the Edge of Encircling Lake (Milwaukee, WI: Green Gallery, 2018), p. 75.
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Making as Future Survival A Dialogue with Cannupa Hanska Luger



Lucy CotterThe core focus of your current work is future survival and twenty-first-century Indigeneity. You work in so many ways – sculpturally, through performance and video, and with socially engaged and curatorial projects – but it seems to me to all revolve around making. Is that what drives you as an artist?

Cannupa Hanska LugerYes, I’m more about materials and process than I am about concepts. My approach is, “The concept will show up. What am I working with here?”

LCSometimes you’ve described yourself as a craftsperson and there’s a sense that we can take things into our own hands and make a future – we can make in ways that bring the past into the present and the future. There is so much political agency in what making can or could make happen in your practice.

CHL Yes, totally. I think it’s funny that to be able to make something with your hands and create a thing somehow puts you in the position of being political. That makes sense because we’ve submitted our wealth, our collective knowledge of creation and making to the economic wheels that spin. We’ve removed all notions of manufacturing within society. Our economy is built on trading stuff, but we’re not making any of the things for trade. You’re just connecting one person to another to get a thing, sell a thing, and in that process you lose a lot of agency.

I like making stuff, whatever it is – making dinner, making dishes I would eat off. I like learning new skill sets. I’m a jack-of-all-trades, master of none, although I’m getting pretty close in clay. I’ve definitely put in my 10,000 hours in some random things, but there’s constant  knowledge to be gained. What I know is finite, what I don’t know is infinite. I should look at the infinite, start from that place, and I think making, for me, is a way to take in information. It’s a way to take in knowledge, take in recipes, and give meaning to definitions, materials, and other things.

Interacting with material, pushing it to its edge, allowing it to push me to my edge, there’s a whole reciprocal experience that happens between me and things that are deemed inanimate, and I think their influence is proof of their animism. They’re literally pushing and bending the way that I’m living my life. They’re a participant in life being lived: How is that not the same? I think when you interact with materials, you begin to better understand that connectedness versus calling up Jeff Bezos and saying, “Send me a thing.”

LCOne of your current major projects, Future Ancestral Technologies, delves into the relationship between making and knowledge in the past and the future. It is based around Indigenous futurism, and you also draw on speculative fiction and science fiction. Can we talk about the video work We Live, in which two figures can be seen walking across a landscape? We hear in the narrative voiceover that the colonizers have left, and those who have been left behind are the Indigenous people and those who have worked the land, and together they’re going to create some kind of new cultures.

These people are wearing full regalia, with aesthetic aspects that invoke traditional Indigenous regalia, but they also incorporate futuristic, sports equipment-based elements. It seems like this storyline of imagining forward is a departure point for each of the various aspects of the Future Ancestral Technologies project. I’m interested to hear you speak about this coming together of past, present, and future, as well as the role of fiction.

CHL Yes, that’s me just reading the room. “Okay, what’s going on presently? If I’m going to imagine a future place, what’s happening now?” Some of the wealthiest folks in the world are looking at space exploration. They’re saying, “All right, we can go where there isn’t going to be an Indigenous problem.” There’s a notion of colonies, this notion of space exploration. I’m thinking, “I’ve seen it before. I promise you; you’re going to call it the New World. You’re not that creative. I’ve seen this happen.”

I’m also thinking, “How many things do I have to purchase to give you the capital to go? You should totally go. I’m for it. It’s going to be amazing. You should go and check out space. That’d be great.”

LCAnd the rest of us should stay here. (Laughs)

CHL I’m totally staying, and they’re not going to make enough seats for all of us anyway. I know how this operates, and they’re going to take every resource they can from the perfect ship we live on right now to fulfill this dream of exodus. I’m saying, “You should go, take it, take what you need. I promise you we’ll survive it.” We’ll survive after this toxic perpetuation of dominion and control has left the planet. I’m thinking, “You should totally go, we’ll come up with something better.”

I don’t want to focus on it being an antithesis to those systems either, because I feel like the inevitable failure of those systems is nigh. We’re seeing it crumbling right now, and there are some last-ditch efforts, like space exploration. It looks like, as Tesla and [Elon Musk’s] thinkers are saying, a multi-planet species. I’m like, “Dude, the moment you spend six months out there, a year, four years, you’re going to begin to resent the neglect of planet Earth.” I’m like, “It’s hard, space is hard, but you should totally do it.” This pioneer intrepid spirit.

I’m thinking, “You know what you can actually do in space? You can lift yourself up by your own bootstraps.” In outer space, in zero G, is the only place in the universe where you can lift yourself up by your own bootstraps. That’s the myth of America. I’m like, “Nobody’s ever done that, we’re all super-reliant on one another. We’re interconnected, we’re interdependent, but you should go to space.”


Where I’m interested in starting that conversation is beyond the exodus. What happens to those who remain and how do we develop and reinforce technology? Presently, we focus on technology being mechanisms, and it’s not. Technology is ideas. A lot of Indigenous technology exists in our cosmology, in our homes, in symbols we create, in forms we express through dance and music. But that technology has not been allowed to navigate through material science and mechanisms.

LCCan we talk about how you enable these ideas to be recognizable as technologies? The word “technology” comes from techne, which has to do with making, a link that is foregrounded in many areas of your practice. In your We Survive You and Tipi projects you repurpose the detritus of industrial culture and future-proof and reintegrate Indigenous elements. While imagining a nomadic post-industrial way of life, we see the tipi becoming something that echoes high-tech mountaineering trek equipment.

One of your recent film projects, Continuum, shows your family kitted out in gear that is made by you, partly from repurposed packing blankets. I love the fact that rather than being dystopic or utopian, there is this very practical sense that we’re going to work with everything we have, which is a mixture of this detritus and the constancy of the natural world, and the knowledge that lies in both.

CHL Totally, but I’m more inclined to talk about our customary practices than our traditions. Tradition feels like an imposition of ideas that makes it stagnate, makes it stick to a certain moment in time. Customarily, we would adapt to new material immediately. That adaptation is how we survive to this present moment. As a human species, we’re one of the most adaptable creatures on the planet. We’re everywhere. Even in places that  would be hostile to us, we find a way to explore those regions. The exploration is in the question, can we live here? What would we have to do to live here?

The thing that I like about the tipi as a methodology, or a technology is that it is embedded in the nomadic existence, and it doesn’t have to be much more high-tech than it is already. The high-tech aspect of it is a shift in mental perspective. The home I live in, the studio that I’m working in, the plot of land that I own is a technology that I was forced to assimilate into; this notion that these are mine now. This isn’t my stuff. I’m borrowing this. I’m only here for so long. I think the tipi reinforces this notion of transience and movement, and, really, freedom in the core sense of the word, where I have more choices.

The more stuff I have, the fewer choices, so a tipi opens that up. Look at this entire generation of people interested in blowing off their parental modalities and saying, “I’m going to live in a van for a while and travel around. I’m going to see things and enjoy my life.” That’s not new, that’s really old. It’s probably truer to our nature than the systems that we’re forced to navigate, which are ultimately traps to make us still, to settle us.

LCSome of your other works foreground these long-term migratory routes among peoples. I’m thinking especially of socially engaged projects like Something to Hold Onto, which sets out to make the statistics of the loss of life on the US-Mexican border tangible. There is an implicit insistence on the naturalness of that migratory route. I see it as a repair line across what has been forcibly separated.

CHL Yes, it’s because this fluid migration, this movement of people and ideas and technologies and culture is absolutely natural and inevitable. When you throw something in the path of that movement, there will be a collision. The lives lost represented in Something to Hold Onto are the collateral damage of that barrier. To me, it’s heartbreaking because we have no idea where we could be because of what we lost. It’s called Something to Hold Onto because the impact of their lives on our lives has been stifled immediately. The last thing that we get to hold onto is their loss of life.

That project was a collective effort. I asked people to squeeze clay beads and embed their handprints into pieces of clay to represent data. I work in an industry where art is considered an object, the thing that somebody makes. That couldn’t be further from my personal definition of what art is. Art for me is the making. It is these processes that have been passed down from teacher to student, from ancestor to elder. It’s a continuum. It’s intergenerational. These socially engineered projects are a way for me to share art by my own definition. Where I’m saying, “Help me make it.” I simplify it so that it’s completely accessible.

There’s a lot of backend engineering that goes into how to simplify an overall thing. Working with data is a really great way to do that because data oftentimes is something very hard for us to wrap our heads around. Even when we get numbers, a large number is still only one number. Whether it’s a trillion or seven, it’s still one number, but seeing it at scale, you have a different relationship to it mentally. That’s the driving force to these collective things, to look at numbers at scale.

LCThe first collective project of yours that I saw was the Mirror Shield project where you invited people to make a wooden shield that could be used in protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline at Standing Rock. You made instructional videos of how to make these shields and put them on social media. In a related talk that I watched, you said this might be the first time that some people make something, certainly as an adult. For me, that project also seemed to include prototyping what an artist could be or what an artist could do.

That sharing of knowledge was one aspect of it. The other aspect embraced what physical material presence can do in the world. At the Standing Rock Reservation protest, having a visual material element in common created a more united front. This included a choreographed component where you had people collectively perform with the shields in space. There was a political weight and presence to that performance which manifested the agency of art as a cultural mover and shaper.

CHL Yes. It’s interesting; that whole piece was built out of necessity. I didn’t ever think of it as art. I just thought, “We need shields.” That’s the base, and I was trying to solve a problem, “I’m one person, what can I do?” The shield was built out of that question, what can one person do? There were GoFundMe things and on social media, there was a lot of interaction and participation through liking and sharing. I thought, “All right, that’s a river that is wide and shallow. How do you make it a little bit deeper?” So, I created a prompt for people to make something, “You don’t need to send money or supplies. For less than sixty dollars, you can make six of these shields. I’ll show you exactly how.”

When we talk about materials, it’s also the economies and these systems that I navigate. “How can I build this in the parking lot of a big box store?” Something that I know is everywhere across America. What’s the lowest common denominator between all these folks? I took that responsibility on myself as a person who makes things. I thought to myself, “Okay. If I can figure out how to make it here, I can put the instructional video out, and then people who may not have financial or other resources, or the health capacity to go to North Dakota to stand on the front line can participate in that and satiate a demand to do more.” How to have meaning in their solidarity and transform an ally into an accomplice? If you’re embedded and you’re participating and you’re making resources for us, you’re in it now. You’re in it from your home in a way that you wouldn’t be by sending water bottles or whatever.

LCCan we talk a bit more about systems of distribution and circulation and their economies in Mirror Shields and other projects? The shields were subsequently sent on to various other protests, supporting different causes in different locations, which is significant in terms of circulation. I’m also thinking about Every One, a further project in which you asked grieving families to make round ceramic beads that collectively came together to form an image of an Indigenous woman. These 4,000 beads each represented a woman, girl, queer, or trans individual reportedly disappeared or murdered in the US and Canada over the past thirty to forty years, and every time it was exhibited, the fees went to a foundation supporting their families. Subsequently, with Something to Hold Onto, you didn’t fire the 7,000 beads representing loss of life on the border but instead put them back in the earth and revisited that site to see how they were reintegrating with the soil. Each of these strategies seems to be a pushback against an extraction-based economy. Are you thinking about circulation with every project? Are you always creating or looking for a different system?

CHL Not necessarily. The socially engineered projects get really complex, so I end up learning every time I do one and apply that knowledge to the next thing. So, for the first one, the Mirror Shield project, I was using an address on Standing Rock to send the shields to, but it exhausted the PO Box once this thing took off. So many shields came in that were being redistributed and used for different things other than just as a shield. That was the first socially engineered project, and it made me understand something, “Oh, the Internet and social media, we can put more empathy in through creating projects like this.” The next one was Every One. With that piece, we ended up firing all the beads because of the complexity of dyeing each one, stringing it, and traveling it.

I steward that collective work to this day. It’s in Des Moines right now, and I have learned that stewarding it reopens trauma for me personally. Watching people with white cotton gloves carefully install this piece over and over re-triggers this notion, “You care more for the symbol than you did for the people that they represent. That’s harsh.” For the next work, Something to Hold Onto, I decided not to fire it, and to allow the pieces to go back to the earth into the location where the vast majority of those lives were lost, and the bodies were found. To allow the clay and these symbols of life to disintegrate and connect back into the landscape.


There’s not a whole lot of economic return on that and on a lot of these social projects. It gets complex around the question of how to redistribute wealth and in what direction to do it. As the Mirror Shield project gets exhibited all over the place, there is an emphasis on the redistribution of the shields if people make them themselves, and the financial return on the project is redistributed into a variety of different channels and passages for all of that. These sorts of projects are complex. My general practice also produces objects, and I’m a little bit less inclined to worry about what these sculptural forms are as a commodity moving through markets. I’m saying, “I’m going to do something good with the money, I promise,” but I’m less worried about it consciously than I am with the socially engineered projects.

LCThat makes a lot of sense. It seems to me that in your general practice you’re also constantly pushing your boundaries and operating at the edge of your comfort levels in terms of creating and engaging with new ways of working. A recent project I want to mention is the Sweet Land Opera, which took place in LA, just outside of Chinatown. I know that you came on board that project to create the costumes – you have an incredible practice of reimagining regalia and making garments. Yet, you ended up as a co-director of that opera, collaborating with artists like composer Du Yun, and librettists Aja Couchois Duncan and Douglas Kearney. It was interesting to watch the video documentation and follow that learning curve. I know that you have a background in hip-hop and slam poetry. It felt to me like the context of opera was a whole new genre, but at the same time maybe you leaned into that possibility of reconnecting differently with sound and the word and landscape. I see you reinventing those genres somehow.

CHL Yes. Well, co-directing this thing with Yuval Sharon, one of the first questions I was asking was, “What does opera mean? Translate it into English, literally translate the word.” He said, “Well, it means to work.” I thought, “I know how to work.” Then it was more comfortable. I started to realize that it was about the presentation of art through many different dimensions. You’ve got the written word on the page, written music that then is transformed sonically, set and costume, and stage design which is painting and sculpture. All these things are moving from being one-dimensional to two-dimensional to three-dimensional, to a fourth-dimensional time installation. So, I’m thinking to myself, “Oh, this is durational installation work. It’s not that far outside of the scope of what I am capable of.”

I had a really great partner and instructor to pick up the slack, who was aware of the language of opera, so my ignorance became a resource. My intrigue and lack of knowledge around it sparked ways to reconsider doing things that, because folks had been trained so much, they’d never thought about operating in this other way. Some of my ideas were bad ideas and you learn that, and you have somebody who says, “Oh, we tried that years ago, it’s a bad idea. It doesn’t work in this instance.”

I think the core of understanding all those different creative ways of intersection and plurality within the scope of opera is so incredibly close to something that is really familiar to me and to most human beings, and why opera exists in the first place, because it’s ceremony. It is the gathering and the collection of people to express an idea through diverse materials and techniques, and it’s a baby in that world. We hold it up in this place, but it’s young. Opera is a young version of ceremony, and ceremony is the ancient version. I’m thinking, “See it for what it is.”

LCLet’s go back to talk a little bit more about Future Ancestral Technologies because several of the works involve exactly that, a reimagining and recreating of ceremony. I find it interesting that the making of regalia is a very important departure point for this and a lot of your work. You started moving your body to animate these sculptural garments and headpieces and that led to filming the movement. It’s easy now to view you as a video artist because you have a lot of video work that is visually powerful. But it has grown from a recording of performative gestures that are rooted in a certain environment. I’m thinking again about the opera because it was so site-specific; it was an immersive environment and there was a sense of reinhabiting place. I’m thinking also about a video from your Muscle, Bone & Sinew project, in which two people perform in regalia that is inspired by the buffalo horn. They reinhabit a leftover industrial steel circle and we watch them move until their shadows eventually form a totemic figure. I’d love to hear you say more about that work.

CHL Yes, that’s Shadow Holding Shape to Experience the Energy of the Sun. Well, a lot of that work is built on collaboration and cooperation with folks who are savvier than I am with the material. My introduction to film is a response to the question, where’s the audience? Who’s the audience? Working in museums limits your audience, but if you make a film and you put it out on social media, it’s easier to ship and give away. There are object forms that are a part of the work, but the video itself is also something special.


A lot of the regalia hinders your capacity to see, and so you have to navigate the landscape on a feel basis more than the visual senses that we navigate with normally. That makes the landscape a collaborator as well. The land begins to choreograph those movements because you have to feel your way across it as you’re moving through the space. By and large, in my performances, the primary audience is the land. By documenting those experiences, we can share them as video work, as a film for content desire, for where the audience is. I think art’s primary function is about communication.

It feels good for me as an artist to wear this regalia and perform in it on the land, but I’m also asking other people to wear them and obscure their vision and navigate shapes to put themselves on the land. I try to direct that process from the sidelines, or they’re skilled and I say, “Do your thing and wear this, and we’ll see what comes out the other side of it.” It’s constantly changing and growing, but I’m beginning to build a vocabulary of film-based visual language by doing it.

LCI’d love to talk about Continuum, your recent and most ambitious work on that filmic level, partly thanks to your residency at EMPAC, an experimental media and performing arts center in New York. In terms of the visual vocabulary, I was struck by the many scenes of plant and insect life that bring forward the interdependencies you mentioned earlier. In this work particularly, the medium of film lends you a language to animate those things in a different way than in a sculpture or a socially engaged project.

CHL Yes. That film is the first time we had a legit resource and equipment to create something, which created a huge shift in me thinking about what a video can be, and how it can be presented. I’m used to looking at things on my phone ten inches away from my face or sitting down and watching a screen. EMPAC’s space is incredible and that possibility of immersion and storytelling outside of the single-channel narrative was really interesting.

Up until that point, all of the Future Ancestral Technology work was tapping into the development of myth. In the creation of Continuum, what I wanted to resolve was the question of who believes in these myths? Who follows and perpetuates them? I was thinking, “This is what it looks like to be the people that hold and carry these stories in that place.” I was like, “Let’s not make a superhero movie. Let’s just make it really slow. Let’s make it normal,” normalizing general tasks.

LCOften the relationship between the past and the present and the future is talked about in theoretical terms, or with reference to major political issues, but by inviting your family to be the protagonists in Continuum, you bring forward something that I experience myself very strongly: that raising children is a form of creating the future; that parenting is a political act and an experiment. What does it mean to you as an artist to think through how you invite your children into the world or invite them to believe what the world is, may be, or might become? I feel that parenting is the active working out of ideas that in my research often remained as theory; it’s practice, it’s manifesting and unfolding every day.

CHL That’s how it is in the studio too. I create these ideas and it’s all theory. Then even when we’re working with science fiction, it’s the presentation of practice. With a speculative formation, you have to assume that they’re practicing it in some place that’s not presently now. I think the thing that I’m trying to navigate and push forward with this future ancestral technology exploration is that we have a really limited sense of time that it is cause and effect. It’s sequential, it’s linear in this way, and I’m asking, “But is it? Is it really?”

How I was raised is that you are accountable to generations into the past and generations into the future; we call it seven generations. Time doesn’t move in a linear sense in a forward trajectory and motion, but rather expands spherically from the present. You can end up doing something in the far future that references something in the far past, or some far past experience shifts the way the far future does things. The arrows in this line are going in both directions. Mathematics and physics and other theoretical thinking is okay to consider, but then let’s add some more theories and reconsider what time is and how we relate to time.

Recognizing that a child is the future and that you’re developing and setting in place a way for them to navigate truly, wholly, and accountably into the future, you also have to recognize and share these different notions of time. Otherwise, you end up becoming too selfish, you become monstrous. The annihilation of self in the absorption of continuum, of collective experience, of me being accountable to you, you being accountable to the land, to the animals. Once we start to build a better understanding of the way that we talk about time, history, and experience, there will be profound shifts. Things wouldn’t be stagnated in this linear trajectory into the future. This is Indigenous knowledge; this is ancestral technology.


LCIn Continuum it was palpable that children have greater intelligence than adults at certain moments. That it’s not just that as a parent you are facilitating a child’s unfolding, but that this process is also moving back toward you all the time. That you are being recreated through your children as they self-create and know more than you.

CHL Totally. What me and my family acted out on the landscape in upstate New York when we were shaping the film is not what we ended up putting out there. In the performance of it, we were grinding pigments, but it wasn’t until we were sitting at the editor’s table that we understood what we were illustrating. What shifted was that we recognized that the perspective of this three-channel film experience should be from that of our children and not of me or my wife as the leads sharing knowledge with them. It’s about the children experiencing this present moment. I think that that’s a really important thing for us all to learn presently as our world is radically shifting. There is incredible knowledge to be gained in us stepping off our high horse and considering ourselves in a position of power due to age. I don’t know how to communicate like my kids communicate. They learn to communicate in a different way because there are external sources of information that flow in and out; it’s really interesting.

LCThinking about this spherical rather than linear unfolding of time and knowledge makes me think about your A Way Home project, which honors ancient clay practices. The wider project involves searching for knowledge through research, through testing of what it means to get back in touch with clay, what it means to make. It’s neither recreating the past nor trying to preserve it. It’s rather an understanding that this is all reinvention and that through your work you will be both re-finding and creating something. So, there’s a dialogue across time in different directions.

There’s one video showing an aerial view of a sedimented rocky landscape. A child’s voice is narrating that sedimentation through time, but in a way that is always shifting, and making us part of that process. It rallies against the idea of preserving the environment or culture and foregrounds that it is firstly about letting nature go back to itself, and secondly, about maintaining culture and allowing it to be fluid. I’m thinking, too, of how your recent digital avatar works, Bison and Seven Works not only mourn the relative disappearance of the bison but also include imagining the bison being present again in great numbers. I really appreciate that there’s never an elegiac,“That’s the end of it,” but rather, “We’re in the process of these things which appear and disappear, and we have agency in that, so what are we going to do?”

CHL Yes. As I’ve worked more with museums and institutions, I’ve seen over and over in academia and in schools this emphasis on preservation of culture as the model for all of these spaces that I navigate. People from our community come and see these preserved versions of culture, and I’m like dude, you kill it.

Why have the jam when you can have the fresh fruit? I promise you it’s better. It might not be as sweet, you can add all those preservatives and sugars to it, but you’re transforming it from what it is to something you want it to be. What it is, is in a process of becoming, it’s constantly in flux.

LCI want to think about your own positioning of your work as culture, which isn’t always foregrounded within contemporary art. In several Indigenous artists’ practices that I’ve engaged with, giving back to one’s culture is a massive part of the practice; the community is always adjacent. Can we talk about that interdependence between artistic practices and wider cultural practices, perhaps also as an alternative to the economies that you’ve mentioned, which are very much capitalist economies? There is also evident generosity within your practice toward fellow Indigenous producers with projects like STTLMNT, where you created a digital platform to help make other creative producers’ practices sustainable.

CHL Well, and this is oversimplified … and this oversimplification is where you develop stereotypes and limited understanding. But I’m in Indian country, I see, know, and operate within a living, thriving culture maintained under the most desperate of attempts to annihilate it, and so I’m asking myself, “What are you going to do? What could you possibly do?” Well, I can share space. All these institutional and academic and economic systems reinforce notions of scarcity. I’m saying, “Dude, we live on a planet of great abundance and we’re greedy because of this notion of scarcity. You’ve put the cart before the horse.”

I want to be in awe of us because I think we’re brilliant as a species, as a creature. I know what we’ve done with ill intent. What happens if we do it another way? I still believe that’s possible. I’m an optimist in that sense, but I also think that there is an inevitability in our own self-preservation. To recognize that self doesn’t end at my skin, that the influence and the relationships are probably a much stronger bond than the hydrogen and carbon molecules that are keeping my meat inside. That self is bigger than that. If selfishness and self-determination and preservation is the model that you want to navigate from, well then let’s expand the idea of self. Otherwise, you can just blend into and assimilate to Indigenous notions of community and being. We’re not proselytizing this. I just want to share options.
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