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BOOKSWAPPING

Please note: a friendly book swap is always one on one.

That is, a swap between publishers, artists, or authors where one book
is exchanged for another.

Ideally, both parties have a choice, and are swapping their own books.
Exchanging one big book for three small books is “paying in books”
(not a friendly book swap).

Friendly book swaps typically take place at the end of book fairs, when
exhibitors don’t want to carry home the books they brought with them,
while having spotted books they would rather carry home.

Book swapping is a great way to both distribute one’s production and
of building up a collection.

Itis also a binding ritual and an expression of mutual sympathy.

I have done friendly book swaps with AA Bronson, Alex Alberro, Todd Alden,
Mark Amerika, Michael Baers, Luke Batten, Derek Beaulieu, Erick Beltran,

Jérémie Bennequin, Anita di Bianco, Doro Boehme, Carol Bove, Riccardo Boglione,

Sylvie Boulanger, Amir Brito Cadoér, Eleanor Vonne Brown, Sabeth Buchmann,
Susanne Biirner, Bernhard Cella, Banu Cennetoglu, Steve Clay, Albert Coers,
Lin Charlston, Julie Cook, Natalie Czech, Adam Davis, Sonia Dermience,
Arnaud Desjardin, Sue Doggett, Brad Downey, Martin Ebner, Sammy Engramer,
Yusuf Etiman, Jacob Fabricius, Edie Fake, Marc Fisher, Robert Fitterman,

Jean-Pascal Flavien, Jan Freuchen, Anne-Valérie Gasc, Peter Gente, Annette Gilbert,

Mark Gisbourne, Kate Glicksberg, Patrick Greaney, Dejan Habicht, Sebastian

Hackenschmidt, Ben Lee Ritchie Handler, Bill Hayden, John Holten, David Horvitz,
Arthur Karfas, Christoph Keller (the one), Christoph Keller (the other), Brian Kennon,

Gandha Key, Hubert Kretschmer, Tom Lamberty, Tanja Lazeti¢, Gareth Long,
Helena Louro, Sara MacKillop, Michael Maranda, Scott McCarney, Dan Mitchell,

Lasse Krog Mgller, Jonathan Monk, Simon Morris, Audun Mortensen, Ariane Miiller,

Olaf Nicolai, Aurélie Noury, Edgar Orlaineta, Peter Osborne, Dan Perjovschi,

Stavros Petsopoulos, Claudio Pfeiffer, Vanessa Place, Tadej Pogacar, Susan Porteous,

Nick Relph, Cia Rinne, Stefan Rémer, Jeremy Sanders, Martin Schmitz,

Roman Schramm, Stefan Schuster, Yann Sérandour, Travis Shaffer, Izet Sheshivari,

Willoughby Sharp, Seth Siegelaub, Tom Sowden, Erik Steinbrecher,

Marcus Steinweg, Mladen Stilinovi¢, Branka Stipangig, Vassiliea Stylianidou,
Derek Sullivan, Temporary Services, Aimée Terburg, Gerhard Theewen,
Carolyn Thompson, Nick Thurston, V. Vale, Eva Weinmayr, Jan Wenzel,

Roger Willems, Dale Wittig, Eric Zboya, Hermann Zschiegner, and many more.

I do flatrate-swapping with Céline Duval, Jesper Fabricius, John Stezaker, and
Eric Doeringer.

The emergence of print on demand (POD) has radically diminished this
phenomenon as the authors of POD books have not already paid for

bulk printing and hence do not have stock they want to get out there, or get
rid of.
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SERIOSITY DUMMIES

Here you had a medium that was cheap, that allowed for direct contact
with the public, that gave artists a greater autonomy from critics, that
would promote social responsibility among creators, that would enlarge
infinitely the number of possible consumers, and so much more. This
view was obviously based on total ignorance on the part of the artists of
the traditional book world that, in its 500-year history (’'m talking here
about printed books), has developed with market mechanisms and a
celebrity syndrome similar to those that typically oppress the art world.

Ulises Carrion
(sighs) True, true.

Striving for success almost always goes along with striving for seriosity. 1
Peter Sloterdijk calls this “serio-ism” and “gravity of normalization.”

This means that in the arts, just as in any other field, a career is built by
accumulating seriosity-dummies for a good-looking CV and by name-
dropping (cf. p. 207). But it’s not only in the realm of CV files, it also affects
the very materialization of books,

A book with a spine is more serious than a stapled one.

Abig publisher is more serious than asmall publisher.

Big names as contributors are more serious than small names.

Thomas Kapielski, when he was still self-publishing, self-ironically called 1
his imprint EVS (Eigenverlag stinkt): self-publishing stinks.
Hardcover is more serious than softcover. |
Offset is more serious than POD, and forget about Xerox.

That’s why Phaidon, Hatje Cantz, and others usually go for a too-high
grammature and, often, a hardcover.
That’s why the front and back covers of many books are too far apart.

That’s why I don’t like Richard Prince’s books with Gagosian.

They’re not too big. They’re too big for the wrong reason.

Asif the supremacy of wall pieces and “gallery art” over “book art” was
more than a misunderstanding.

Isitreally the ultimate success to be represented by the biggest commercial
galleries and to be bought by the wealthiest collectors?

“Yes, but it’s only a book,” I often hear.
Not sure about this. What does that mean, “only” a book?
But it’s not only not-a-book, yes,” I'd rather say.
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Horizons of the Publishable

Is it right to say that the German artist Fritz Balthaus, who is well-known for
his institution-critiquing interventions, published his edition In der weiflen
Zeile (In the White Line, 2007)?! As a matter of fact, the book that Balthaus’s
edition was based on was already printed and published by the Berlin publish-
ing house Merve Verlag in 1996, namely, the German translation of Brian

ns are drawn out even more clearly

inthe German translation of the term “white cube” ag “weiRe Zelle”? (“white
cell”). This dramatization may be seen as j
cages were frequently used in reference to the art world’s institutions at that
time. Even Brian O’Doherty speaks of a “ghetto space” and Robert Smithson
of a “cultural prison”: “Museums, like asylums and jails, have wards and
cells—in other words, neutral rooms called ‘galleries.’”

Basing his edition on this translation of O’Doherty’s works, Fritz

s allows himselfa minimal and yetsignificant intervention on the book
spine and cover: With a single brushstroke, the “I” in the title becomes an “j,”
that is, “die weiRe Zelle” is transformed into “die weige Zeile” tfig. 11. Conse-
quently, a new playing field is opened up such that Balthaus transfers
O’Doherty’s critical insights to the white space of the book. The white pageis
thentakenasan equivalent to the white gallery walls: It is the site where a work
is materialized, formed, and presented to the public. This suggests however
that the work framed in the white space of a book is exposed to institutional
constraints in the same way that a picture hanging on a gallery wall is. This

white wall’s apparent neutrality is an illusion. It stands for a community with
common ideas and assumptions.”® He states further that: “The spotless gal-
lery wall, though a fragile evolutionary product of a highly specialized nature,
is impure. It subsumes commerce and esthetics, artist and audience, ethics
and expediency.”s

According to Fritz Balthaus’s implicit summation, the analogy to the

ube makes it necessary to critically investigate books and publishing
Practices, since it is self-evident that books have also always been imbedded

ocial, economic,

1960s and 70s when the artist’s book was “invented”—since publishing and
bookmaking has once again been enthusiastically celebrated as a welcome al-
ternative to the compromised art system. But, like in the 1960s and 70s, this
enthusiasm aboyt the sheer unlimited possibilities of artistic self-realization
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Brian O'Doherty
In der weiBen Zeile
Inside the White Cube

Herau eben von Wolfgang Kemp
Mit ein?rﬁg Nachwort von Markus Bruderlin

Merve Verlag Berlin

Fig.1.  Fritz Balthaus, In der weiBen Zeile, 2007, cover.

Acrylic on cardboard, signed and numbered, Edition Stella A.
© Fritz Balthaus, 2015.
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and digital publishing overlooks the fact that the pub-
influenced by innumerable unavoidable preconditions
dary or limit and the conditions of 4 possibility.”8 Pub-

mplicated modus operandi that Rachel Malik defines as
“a set of historical processes and practices—composition, editing, design
and illustration, production, marketing and promotion, and distribu-
tion—and a set of relations with various other institutions—commercial,
legal, educational, political, cultural, and, perhaps,
Malik has characterized the frame that determines ever
the “horizons of the publishable, which govern what it j
within a particular historical moment.
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above all, other medija.”®
y act of publishing as
s thinkable to publish
719 Thus, books and publishing are nei-

he exhibition space, exhibiting or curat-
ing. Books are also guided by a “transforming force”!! that stems from their

concrete substantiation, that is, the bringing-into-form of the work in apubli-
cation, but also from the process of its socialization™? initiated by the act of
publishing and the institutiona] framework in which the work is presented.
We cannot simply ignore these external aspects or renounce them from the

published work. They necessarily shape what is inside:

“Publication is always ‘publication as’: As a first edition, as paperback,

as journal essay, published at the expense of the author, on laid paper,
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as the production of a certain publisher, as employing a certain typeface,
as an anonymous publication, as carrying a certain dedication, as unautho-
rized publication, or as a partofa collected edition, associated with
the name of a certain editor, etc.”3
The cover of the O’Doherty translation is an excellent example for studying
this since it clearly demonstrates that [t]he book is [...] a site where various

publishing processes—writing, editing, design, marketing, production—in-

tersect and conflict.”* The publisher of O’Doherty’s essays is the currently
very trendy Merve Verlag, a small publishing house in Berlin that specializes in
theory and that, to this day, cultivates the memory ofits formation from pirate
editions and alternative culture that arose during the student movementwhen
publishing and political practice went hand in hand. Their identification of

belonging to the subculture can be witnessed in the printing quality and fea-

tures of the books themselves: theyare programmatically “badly made books.”
We can only provisionally attribute their use of typewriters or lead typesets
that are hard on the eyes, cheap bindings, and an unspeakable quality of im-
ages to financial concerns. They should rather be understood as belonging to
the cultivation of Merve’s image. In using these elements, it is as if war has
been declared on the fetishization of the book’s object and commodity status.
But it also propagandizes a distinct “deviationist reading practice”: “if need
be, one can just buy two, make annotations, take it to the toilet or on holiday,
give it away, let it collect dust, throw it away, and use it for every possible
thing.”"* By emphasizing a book’s use value, Merve Verlag has become an icon
of the intellectual scene. To the point that one can even speak of a Merve cul-
ture or a Merve sound. This proves that “even the bohemians have their insti-
tutions, and that they shouldn’t be underestimated.”!6
This image, which naturally rubs off on the texts published by Merve, is
primarily transported by the design of the books. In its combination of a pant
pocket format, rhombus and font, the cover is of particular importance and has
become the house’s trademark. The designer Jochen Stankowski is convinced
“that my design has created a public image for the theories and texts
that Merve publishes. You could say itis a brand transported through its
design, if nothing else. As such, it gives a cohesion that otherwise
wouldn’t be there. Presumably, without this visual frame the authors
of Merve books would have been perceived as being rather dispersed and
not as a way of thinking that is somehow unified or at least related.”"”
O’Doherty’s institutional critique is then also at the mercy of this kind of

“framing” that imposes a certain community, context, and image on the pub-

lished texts through their mutual place of publication and uniform packaging,
evenifprecisely this form of foreign domination in the art world is denounced
by O’Doherty. Balthaus’s intervention thus validates the major realization of
the early years of institutional critique, which held that “the artist [...] can
hardly comment on an institutional frame without becoming part of it.”1s
Consequently, the critique of the white cube as well as the white space of the
book can most likely be formulated as being:
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“less in keeping with the model of ajudgement structure (roughly speaking,
in other words, a subject that positions itself vis-4-vis the criticized
conditions), but rather with the model of a practice (meaning a subject
that is involved and involves itselfin a specific way in the criticized

conditions).”?

From Containers to Frames: Institutional Objects

Elisabeth Tonnard’s The Invisible Book (Leerdam: self-published, 2012) is one
of numerous artistic works that has pursued this model of involvement in re-
centyears. She hasmanagedina fascinating way to inscribe her work into the
system at the same time as removing it: The Invisible Book is not tangible, it
was never written or printed; it never materialized. Nevertheless, the author
indicates that the work was “produced” and “published”?; or rather, it has
appeared (both in the sense of being published and of beingvisible). The book
can be purchased and it has been treated by critics, presented in exhibitions,
sold on eBay, acquired by libraries and undergone two print runs of a hundred
copies each. The work’s existence can be solely attributed to a post on the art-
ist’s homepage on April 27, 2012, an act which is equivalent to publishing, and
to its related paratextual framing (since it too gives title, date and place of
publication, print run, features, and a detailed description of the work). This
is supported by an electronic invoice that every “buyer” receives for each copy
purchased.

Thus, the practice of publishing as instituting practice is made mani-
fest in The Invisible Book in a remarkable fashion. Given the lack of visible or
readable objects, i.e. contents, in The Invisible Book, it reveals all of the “exter-
nalities” of the publication process that normally remain invisible, even
though they are always responsible for the operative conditions and associated
circumstances for its existence. In this sense, The Invisible Book shifts our per-
spective: Instead of showing itself, it shows “that which allows it to exist,”?! it
makes the intrinsic dependency of the framed on the framing discernable,
something which, in the realm of philosophy, was analyzed by Derrida with
his theory of parergon.?? The Invisible Book thereby makes a substantial argu-
ment for a publication not being understood only in terms of its contents and
design but rather also as “an institutional object,” whose “existence is depen-
dent upon the existence of a practice,”* which is, for its part, embedded in
historical, social, discursive, technological, economical and mediated con-
texts—or rather, within the “horizons of the publishable.” Tonnard suggests

this herself when she says: “it only makes sense to publish an invisible book
if all the other ones are visible.”?*

However, what she couldn’t predict was that the German artist Joachim
Schmid took this game very seriously: by buying up the entire first print run,
he thus created a monopoly and has sold individual copies on eBay—effec-
tively undermining the artist’s rather idealistic approach when she set the price
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at €0. Not only does this demonstrate that itis entirely feasible to bring an in-
visible work into economic circulation so long as it has been Institutionally
“accredited,” but it also demonstrates that works of institutional critique are

not immune from being reclaimed by the very thing they critically reflect
upon.

-Heterotopic Alternatives

Another study of contemporary publishing practice that is committed to the
above mentioned mode of highest possible involvement is Antoine Lefebvre’s
publishing house project La Bibliothéque Fantastique (LBF, 2009-2013).
Following in the tradition of artistic enterprises,” the project attempts to cre-
ate an economically, legally, and organizationally functioning publishing
house that is also, according to Lefebvre, an artwork: “LBF is an artwork based
on the works of other authors by an artist publisher, whose artistic practice is
to publish books.”? The particular allure of such artistic enterprises—which
rarely ever work in publishing—consists in the disorienting simultaneity of
the art world and the real world. Positioned in both, they can be understood
as heterotopias containing a utopian element since thejr goal is not to escape
reality but to understand and even to change it.? For this purpose, itis of great
value that they act “outside of [the art world’s] conventional systems of repre-
sentation,” meaning that they present their work “as an equivalent to the real,
developing in reality without passing through the filter of representation.”?8
Lefebvre has generated the concept of a “minimalist publisher” as a
special “experimental procedure”:
“La Bibliotheque Fantastique is a minimalist publisher in the sense that
all the superfluous has been removed. Indeed, the books of LBF have
no predetermined physical existence, they exist in a state of potentiality
on the web, awaiting to become. They cost nothing, you can getthem
without spending a penny. They have no ISBN either, because they are
works of art. They have no color, so that they can be printed in any printer.
That’s what LBF books don’t have, which is almost more important than
what they do, because our approach is conceived as a negative of that
which is habitually proposed by the market spectacle society. The idea is

to show various poetic singularities as opposed to the flashy commodities
which our society feeds us.”?

—

As an alternative to the prevailing consumer and spectacle culture, this con-
ception implicitly promises an answer regarding the inescapable core of pub-
lishing: What is the minimalistic set of activities, practices and condit
must be provided for one to still be able to speak of publishing?
According to Lefebvre, two particular aspects of publishing (that are
und to the mechanisms of the market and power) have proven to be
indispensable. He sees branding as being essential for the success of the proj-
ect: “the logo plays a particular role in artistic enterprises, it affirms the brand

ions that

still bo
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image of the enterprise. This brandingis a sine qua non condition for an entity

that wants to be identified as an artistic enterprise.” It would be an oversim-
plification to attribute the necessity of branding to the economic reality that a
company is subjected to. As Lefebvre states, branding is just as important for
constituting awork in the art world: “In order tosupport the idea that this pub-
lishing house structure is an (art)work it has been found to be as equally essen-
tial to give it a brand identity or branding.”*° Both strands of branding inter-
twine and this demonstrates the degree to which the real world’s general
economy and the art world’s limited economy overlap, which is why the art
world is not really in the position to create an opposition to the “market spec-
tacle society.” Similarly, Lefebyre’s enterprise reveals that the publishing
world functions much like the art world even though the latter tends to think
that the world of books couldn’t be further from economic thinking.3!

Just as indispensable for the success of the publishing house project
is the role of the artist publisher as a “meta-author,” which Lefebyre identifies
asan “author who expresses himself through the authors.” The visible expres-
sion of this prominent authorial position is a clear “editorial agenda, a cata-
log.”* This is necessary for the development of the project’s visibility in both
the art and economic realms. Incidentally, this rationale can already be found
in the image that traditional publishers have of themselves. The publisher’s
catalog is increasingly being spoken of as a kind of “work” that the publisher
does even in the realms of book studies a

with the figure of the “meta-author,” we are still concerned with established,
hardly balanced power structures. To be fair, Lefebvre has affirmed the con-
sent of the authors: “The authors that | have published have trusted me and
have assented to being used.”ss Yet, this formulation (“to being used,” “work
made by the works of other authors,” “express|ing] ... through the authors”)
clearly demonstrates the ethically explosive nature of this constellation.
With this in mind, we have a more sophisticated perspective on
Lefebvre’s claim to pursue a decidedly alternative artistic practice with his
publishing project. Clearly, this otherness is primarily guided by a search for

alternative spaces for art and not by the development of a truly alternative
publishing model:

nd philology. However, in grappling

“This practice is alternative, or other, insofar as it represents an alternative

to the usual mode of operation dominating the art world: it is both an
alternative space for art; a new place for it to develop differently; but also
an alternative to the art market as it develops in the book market.”4
Lefebvre’s publishing project may have been initiated as a result of institu-
tional critique but this critique is only concerned with the art world and art
market and not with the book market and the practice of publishing, whose
structures, institutions and practices are not being challenged in the tumultu-

ousembraces they are currently receiving from the art world—rather, they are
being reinforced.
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Ethic-Pretty

Apointed critique of the book market from the perspective of literature (which,
per definition, has a very different relationship to publishing) was launched in
2013 by VanessaPlace Inc.—an artistic enterprise, whose Chief Executive
Officer, the poet Vanessa Place, explicitly wishes to dispel some of the myths
surrounding the literary world. The enterprise was founded because Place
experienced:

“[flatigue with hearing that poetry has no capital; is incapable of capital-

ization; is market-pure and therefore ethic-pretty; etc. Not only is

this untrue, but it allows the conceit of wielding capital, including but,

not limited to, cultural capital, in a predictably sanitized manner.”*
To refute the misconceptions regarding poetry’s autonomy and ethical harm-
lessness, VannessaPlace Inc. aims to demonstrate poetry’s real worth, i.e. its
function. That even poetry has a market value is revealed precisely in its rela-
tion to the art market: “Poetry needs to understand its market cache. Go to an
art show and see how many pieces are called ‘poetic,’ and how that translates
as pure capital. [...] Poetry costs. It might as well cash in.”%6 The enterprise’s
first publication $20 (2013) lives up to the corporate slogan (“Poetry is a Kind
of Money”) and corporate strategy (“turn cultural capital into capitalized cul-
ture”¥). Consisting of twenty one-dollar bills that were sold for fifty dollars,
the publication was, according to the homepage,* sold out within an hour.

Strictly speaking, VanessaPlace Inc. doesn’t sell poetry. Rather, it
sells accumulated cultural capital that primarily profits from Place’s high rep-
utation in the poetry scene as well as from her social media competence. Itis
not by chance that the company bears her name. As such, it takes into account
the current “age of semio-capitalism”: “As a working hypothesis, let’s say we
are all of us small corporations, trading our identities in the semiotic market
in exchange for remuneration in kind.”*

In a further work, Book It, VanessaPlace Inc. strives to subvert the
system based on the ISBN, which, in a nutshell, embodies the commodity
status of'a book as an instrument of the book trade. However, Place ultimately
banks on the functionality of the system, otherwise she wouldn’t be able to
advertise that the ISBNs purchased by VanessaPlace Inc. that can be placed
on arbitrary objects transfigure them into “book[s] of poetry. Or art,” “pub-
lished by VanessaPlace Inc.”0 Regardless of which object is furnished with
an ISBN: “it will circulate, or can circulate, as a book able to be bought, sold,
traced as a book.”! In this demonstration of the efficiency of the ISBN system,
Place is handsomely remunerated: the ISBN are sold for $50, a price that is
clearly higher than what the “publishing house” paid for them.
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“Clash of Cultures”

Fiona Banner’s publishing house Vanity Press also affixes ISBNs to objects
that shouldn’t actually be understood as publications. But, what is more, she
intricately mixes the practices, standards, and values of the art world and the
publishing world by giving each copy of her print editions, such as Book 1 /1
(2009), a unique ISBN: A
“Each print in this edition, Book 1/1, is the same and yet each is unique.
Each one has its own ISBN number and is registered under its own
individual title. Each one of the edition is therefore an official publication
and each is an edition in, and only of; itself. An edition of one ... a book
reduced to a reference, purely an imagined space.”2
The clash of cultures between the art and publishing worlds couldn’t be more
explicit. The title of the edition Book 1/1 already alludes to the art system
being based on an original, or unique, object. With this in mind, we see that
evenmultiples, editions, prints, and a number of artists’ books are committed
to this approach and search for ways of generating uniqueness in limited print
runs, signing the books and numbering them (i.e. “the same and yetunique”).
By contrast, this foreign thought is ignored in the publishing world (ex-
cepting the bibliophile) since the goal there is to create as many copies as pos-
sible that are, per definition, identical and that, consequently, possess the
same value.

In conflating these two worlds, Banner misappropriates the ISBN.
Instead of emphasizing that which unifies every copy belonging to the same
print run, the ISBN here serves as its own title, individualizing everyidentical
copy of a print run. Consequently, the art world’s standards enter through the
back door. The copy that is transformed bythe ISBNintoa unique object, thor-
oughly corrupts the highly acclaimed democratic nature of the book as a me-
dium—the very same aspect that the artists’ book scene and artist publishers
constantly invoke and that is also used by Multiple Stores in advertising
Banner’s works on their website.*

Survival Strategy

Itis interesting to note that this misappropriation of ISBNs was “avenged” by
the British Library and not by the ISBN agency. The British Library istespon-
sible for the legal deposit in the United Kingdom, which stipulates that British
publishers are obliged to submit a copy of every publication created in the
country. This is done to preserve as much of the cultural and intellectual her-
itage of the nation as possible. And although this stipulation is not limited only
to publications with an ISBN, those publications that lack an ISBN, such as
vanity press and self-published titles, generally go unnoticed by institutions,
which is why they shouldn’t be afraid of the institution’s legal requirements.
Itis also the reason why, should a self-publisher want his /her publications to
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be institutionally valorized and preserved as part of the cultural production
of the nation, s /he would have to become active in the process. In the case of
Banner, it can be presumed that the British Library’s machinery was activated
by the notification of her “publications”™ by the ISBN agency, and this beau-
tifully demonstrates the intertwining of two institutional practices. That being
said, it is remarkable that the focal point of the artistic critique so far has only

been on the ISBN, something which must be purchased from a private com-
pany but which has no legal stipulations as to its usage. Equipped with legal

force and a juridical, ethical reasoning, the legal deposit, in contrast, has re-
ceived inadequate attention.*

In any case, Fiona Banner finally succeeded in getting rid of the di-
lemma by creating a catalog of all the ISBN works, including the entire corre-
spondence with the British Library as well as the applications for each ISBN as
asymbol of distancing herself from the system (ISBN 978-1-907118-99-9 (The
Vanity Press, 2010)). Submitted to the legal deposit, this book is at once a tes-
tament to itself as well as to all of Vanity Press’s unique ISBN “publications”
and it thereby registers them in the institutions and the cultural heritage ad-
ministered by them.

As a result, these books evade the fate of so-called grey literature,
those books that are scarcely ever registered in libraries or archives and which,
consequently, are often fated to become invisible or lost. It is noticeable how
often one speaks of invisible books in this context.* But what is meant by in-
visibility is very different than what is meant in Tonnard’s Invisible Book: It is
of an institutional nature and not of a material one. This has far reaching im-
plications since whatever cannot be verified by the gatekeeper principle of the
established system and cannot be recorded by itsinstitutions (as, for instance,
self-publishing houses*) is not authorized—it effectively doesn’t count or
exist.*® It remains uncertain whether alternative institutionalized forms of
legitimization and validation of these modes of cultural production which con-
tinue to fly under the radar will emerge, which is why it is true of Fiona Banner

what Kenneth Goldsmith once observed in regards to the importance of the

academic world in recognizing avant-garde works: “you have the institution
as survival strategy.”®

You Might Like to Know...

Inrecentyears there has been a noticeable proliferation of publications in the
branches of self-publishing and POD that run counter to this and forgo such
benefits, since they purposefully remain under the radar of the established
institutions.*® Although the sound of freedom and democracy is often associ-
ated with POD, we shouldn’t forget that artists and writers are also treading
here on predetermined paths and that these are of an institutional, creative

and economic nature. It is therefore important that these lofty expectations
be calibrated with reality.>
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Thus, for instance, Jean Keller criticizes in his Black Book (2010) the equally
opaque and contradictory pricing structures of PODs that the author has
very little influence over—just as in traditional structures. The basic rates are
reportedly determined by the material and production costs that are incurred.
Yet, it seems that one of the most expensive raw materials, ink, for instance,
doesn’t play any role in the calculation:

“For example, a Blurb book of blank pages costs an artist as much

to produce as a book filled with text or large photographs. Furthermore,

as the number of pages increases, the price of each page decreases.

Abook containing the maximum number of pages printed entirely in black

ink therefore results in the lowest cost and maximum value for the artist.

Combining these two features, buyers of The Black Book can do so with

the guarantee that they are getting the best possible value for their money.”*
The sophistication of this maneuver, which tries to squeeze every last drop of
value out for the author and buyer, cannot hide the fact that it is impossible in
the POD system to form, for instance, an autonomous policy regarding the
publisher’s catalog, price, and turnover that is not determined solely by eco-
nomic considerations or factor in the publisher’s financial offsetting of profit-
able and unprofitable publications.

With the companion piece Blank Book (2011) Jean Keller reacts to being
at the mercy of the widely divergent quality standards of POD providers, a fact
that was impressively demonstrated by James Goggin’s highly acclaimed stu-
dent project Dear Lulu, (2008-).5* Whereas Silvio Lorusso praises these cir-
cumstances since a recognizable “distinctive physicality”>* of POD products
emerges, Keller’s Blank Book, consisting of 80 blank pages, (humorously)
expresses capitulation:

“Print on demand is great, you can make all those books you always
dreamt of. That’s the theory. Between your book and the theory there’s
Blurb. Sometimes they get it right, sometimes they don’t. You can get
a book with too many pages, you can get a book with missing pages. You
can get a book with wrong colours, you can get a book that isn’t cropped
correctly. You can get a book with text or photos not at the position where
they are supposed to be. There are unlimited possibilities to get it wrong.
Not so with Blank. It doesn’t really matter if the book isn’t cropped
correctly. Colour is not an issue, nor are text and photos. A few missing
pages are not a problem and too many pages are not a problem either.
The book is blank. You can do with it what you want. So can Blurb. If you
don’tlike their logo, simply tear out the last page.”s®
This, however, doesn’t really help. The logo is but a clearly visible indication that
the POD providers—who perceive themselves as being something between
aservice provider and a publisher—have subtly and yet inevitably contributed
to every publication: their significance is greater than being simply a (bad)
printer and binder. The empty white book is permeated by contending interests
Whether the logo is there or not. And like the white cube, a book is “a far-from-
Neutral zone,” it is “a participantin, rather than a passive support for the art.”s’
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This point is also demonstrated by Silvio Lorusso and Giulia Ciliberto’s POD
project Blank on Demand (2011), which makes itself fully dependent on the
technical and formal constraints of the providers and thereby depicts the au-
thors’ limitations in designing books. The project consists of two empty books
(with the exception of an ISBN) that comply with the highest and lowest avail-
able settings for each parameter—such as format, length, binding and price.
The resulting projects are 2 10.8 x 17.5 cm paperback whose length is 40 pages
and carries the price tag of €5.44 and a 15.2 x 22.99 cm hardcover whose length
18740 pages and a price tag 0f€999,999.99. The sum of the contingencies that
are set out by POD platforms for publishing are demonstrated in this combji-
nation. Nevertheless, it is possible to heartily laugh about the absurdities of this
powerful machinery: “We were particularly fascinated by the idea of paper
sheets going through all the complex print machinery without any purpose.”’s8
A similar concept has been explored in the series Variable Format by
AND Publishing and Abike (London 2012), but they play with the extreme
settings of even more formats and parameters (ranging from the newspaper
to fat page-turners). Seeing as individual copies were produced on seven dif-
ferent platforms (including Lulu and Espresso Book Machine), the series
creates a substantial overview of the most important players in the market.®
The detailed imprint is of note since it lists not only the author and publisher,
asin the (mainstream) book business, but also the participants whenever ap-
plicable. As such, it indicates the particular context and conditions in which
the publication was conceived, designed, financed, printed, published and
brought into circulation. Introduced by the fitting formulation (that should
actually have been in the imperative) “You might like to know...” a detailed
portrayal of the context that the book emerged from as well as the artistic

concept, an exhaustive list of its features and the producers of the twelve dif-
ferent editions of each book can be discovered:

“Variable Format

Published by AND

Designed by &bike with Pierre Pautler

ishi tibike, 2012

Distribution www.andpublishing.org

the name of our publishing activity is AND

Supported by the SEED Fund/University of the Arts London

Printed by [xy] s
This demonstrates that the practice of publishing, even that of self-pub-
lishing, is essentially a collaboration,® even though many of the protagonists
are too often subsequently removed from the creative process so that the
final product can be staged as belonging solely to the production of the au-
thor.? Variable Format, in contrast, indexes the breadth of “publishing activ-
ities” of AND Publishing and thereby makes them transparent as a “set of
historical processes and practices—composition, editing, design and illus-
tration, production, marketing and promotion, and distribution—and a set of
relations with various other institutions—commercial, legal, educational,
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political, cultural.”s3 Keeping this hig
ing ecosystem in mind, Variable Form,
only scratched the surface of all the s

hly complex and currently transform-
at also makes clear that to date we've
ets of processes, practices, infrastruc-

tures, and relations, that we call publishing. Or, as Lorusso suggests, “sent
through the regular postal system, the physical book, is [only] the tip of the

iceberg.”s+
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Newspaper as (Fake) Political Imaginary

The form of the newspaper is still one of the most recognizable. What we can
consider as the modern form of newspapers has only changed slightly since
the nineteenth century (except for the inclusion of pictures and colors)
becoming a daily medium for quite a few generations, establishing itself as
an aesthetic standard, and a defined cultural object with its specific inter-
face. That’s why artists and activists have often used newspapers as an iden-
tifiable information environment and a daily object at the same time. From
Andy Warhol’s Headlines series,' with huge reproductions of particularly
dramatic front pages as frozen in time, to Modern History series by Sarah
Charlesworth,? tracking the use of the same picture on different front page

layouts. But a s

pecific conceptual manipulation of newspapers (and the con-

ventional ecosystem surrounding them) has been employed by artists and
activists to foster specific ideas. The “fake” newspaper, which accurately re-
‘produces a real newspaper arbitrarily changing its content, has always been
able to question the instinctive trust we have in this medium (reinforced by
its unchangeability on print and the editorial work behind it). If making fake
copies and freely distributing them in order to attract public attention (but
then revealing them as something else, such as mere advertising flyers) is a
remarkably old practice, dating back to the end of the nineteenth century,’ the
conscious use of those fakes as a political medium is more recent. The “Faux
Soir” was an emblematic fake issue of the well known Belgian newspaper
Le Soir, published during the Second World War in 1943 by the resistance or-
ganization Front de 'Indépendance rig. 11. Beyond its outstanding political
value, it was Incorporating the “zwanze,” a characteristic form of Brussels

1 Molly Donovan et al.,
Warhol: Headllines (New York:
Prestel, 2011).

2 Sarah Charlesworth,
Modern History (Edinburgh:
New 57 Gallery, 1979).
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Fake Historic Newspaper,”
accessed August 1, 2015,
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See Vincenzo Sparagna,
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al Luneg; della Repubblica
(Roma. Malatempora, 2000).

Ibid.

7. See Pasquale Alferj and
lacomg Mazzone, | Fiorj

i Gutenpe
r .
1979). 9 (Roma: Arcana,

humor.* There are a few further effective examples, in this
respect, especially emerging in the 1970s. “I] Male”s stemmed
during the rise of leftist political movements in Italy, and es-
pecially the “Creative Autonomism” student movement in
1977.1t conducted a few campaigns through fake journalistic
“scoops” (all being simultaneously plausible and surrealistic)
rendered in major Italian newspapers’ layouts and attached
next to newsstands, sometimes generating quite harsh reac-
tions and a lot of discussions in the streets. In the same years
two other actions (officially anonymous) were accomplished.
In1979 in Poland, a fake issue of the major propaganda news-
paper Trybuna Ludu was distributed when Pope John Paul 11
(Karol Wojtyta) visited his homeland, sporting the banner
headline “Government Resigns, Wojtyla Crowned King.”s
And in France, in 1977, a fake Le Monde Diplomatique was
anonymously distributed to a certain number of subscribers,
featuring very satirical comments on the Rote Armee Frak-
tion’s Stammheim Prison bloodbath.” Almost thirty years
later, on November 12,2008, an impressive fake newspaper
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Fig.1.  “Le Faux Soir,” fake issue of the Belgian newspaper Le Soir, published during
the Second World War in 1943 by the resistance organization Front de I'Indépendance.

l distributed in several thousand copies invaded the streets in New York City:
The New York Times Special Edition by the Yes Men in collaboration with Steve

Lambert and the Anti-Advertising Agency, and anonymously sponsored.® It

was set in the near future (July 4, 2009), featuring only positive news, briefly

l plausible after Barack Obama’s election as U.S. President. The New York
Times’s layout, fonts and graphic design were painstakingly reproduced (in-

cluding the usual advertisements, satirically changed as well), so the majority
of the public was easily fooled. A large network of volunteers distributed it for
free in the city, even in front of the New York Times headquarters, without any
l legal repercussion. What was embodied here was the public imaginary, the
| articulated hope this historical event generated, historicized then altogether
3 in a stable and recognizable format, without the daily compromises of major
media. The group produced another few fakes, one of them in the form of the

| International Herald Tribune. Relating somehow to “Il Male” actions, Italian

l ‘ artist Paolo Cirio, made a project composed by a web application, a workshop,
| and an action in 2011, called inVeritas. It was centered on Italian newspapers,
| inviting people to invent their own breaking news story that could be com-
| posed as a headline sheet with the newspaper logo of choice, through the

’ ' 8 “New York Times Special project’s website. Then fairly easily it was printed out and
] Edition,” accessed August 11, placed (during the night) near local newsstands.® But the use

| 2015, http://theyesmen.org/ . e :
\
hijinks/newyorktime of fake' newspapers in pol1tlcal.campa1gns has proven not to
9 “inVeritas,” accessed be a thing of the past. The classic strategy of purchasing a full
August 11, 2015, http:// : : :
' www.paolochio.net/work/ front page ad, designed to look just like the real front page has

inveritas/inveritas.php. been often adopted with alternating results. The Liberal Party
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in British Columbia did it in 2013, disguising the ad as “
and so generating a whole national media case with polarized reactions about

the Party ethics and the high risk of misleading the readers.! Furthermore,

in 2011 there was a more direct political newspaper sc

buting fake copies of Ziarul de Gardg and Timpul, two of Moldova’s leading

newspapers, trying to manipulate the public opinion ahead of elections by
publishing negative articles about the pro-Western ruling coalition.!!

Plagiarism (from Print to Digital and Vice-Versa)

Newspaper fakes incorporate some forms of “plagiarism,” mostly related to
misusing a “standardized” visual form. Thishas been technically feasible due
to the mechanical reproduction of print, especially with the lightning-fast
speed and accuracy of digital (re)production. But the plagiarism of content is
much older, and the very concept of plagiarism dates back to the Roman
Empire. It was used for the first time by Roman poet Martial, who in complain-
ing that another poet was “kidnapping” his verses, called him “plagiarius,”
which literally means “kidnapper.” These were the verses he used to express
his feelings:

“Fama refert nostros te, Fidentine, libellos

non aliter populo quam recitare tuos.

si mea vis dici, gratis tibi carmina mittam:

si dici tua vis, hoc eme, ne mea sint.”

(Fame has it that you, Fidentinus,
recite my books to the crowd as if none other than your own.

If you’re willing that they be called mine, I'll send you the poems for free.

official” information
)

am, where police iden-
tified a network of infringers who had been illegally producing and distri-

10 “Liberals buy front-page
newspaper ad touting debate
win,” accessed August 11,
2015, http://wwwcbc.ca/
_Mews/canada/british-
coiumbia/story/2013/05/01/
bc-liberaIs~newspaper-ad.
html.
M “Fake Newspapers’
Network dismantled in
Moldova," accessed August
n, 2015, http://www.b92.
net/eng/ns‘:‘ws/world.
th?yyyy=2o11&mm=05&dd=
17&nav‘id=74384.

Jack Lynch, “The Perfectly

Century,” Journal of

the Colo.nial Williamsburg

If you want them to be called yours, buy this one, so that they won’t

be mine.)?

There are plenty of more or less famous cases of literary pla-

giarism in history, but only some of them were publicly

admitted (like the script of the TV series Roots, admittedly
plagiarized by his author in some passages from the novel The
African, published nine yearsbefore). In contemporaneity, pla-
giarism seems easier than ever, especially taking advantage
from “big data” sophisticated sources like Wikipedia, and so
a few critical artworks have been developed consequently.
Belgian artist Stéphanie Vilayphiou investigates how free
software can deeply question the fixity of the printed page
once it’s digitized, and how the defensive copyright practices,
historically consolidated can be challenged. In particular she
writes various transformative software to create controversial
versions of literature classics. Specifically, in her net art piece
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La carte ou le territoire (The Map or the Territory)® she selected a controversial
book, Michel Houellebecq’s The Map and the Territory, which became renown
and discussed in France for its evident quotes from Wikipedia, never ac-
knowledged by the author nor by the publisher. She retrieved the book’s digi-
tized text and then wrote a software filter which parses it into sentences (or
part of it) looking for them in the millions of digitized texts contained in
Google Books, eventually finding the same sequence of words in other books,
The results are rendered then in their original typefaces, and the parts match-
ing Houellebecq’s book are highlighted in yellow rfig. 21. Visually the book is
entirely transformed into a sequential digital collage of quotations (whose
original authoritative printed context is still maintained in the background),
definitively losing even the last bit of originality. Vilayphiou ultimately ques-
tions originality and authorship through software automatisms, turning
them into trackable and technically demonstrable collective thinking. An-
other example of artistic practice deliberately using other people’s writings
in a specific context is Traumawien’s Ghostwriter series, 14 The Viennese
group performed a virtual “action” with their own software robots compiling
and uploading hundreds of e-books on Amazon.com with text directly stolen
from YouTube videos’ comments, as if they were abstract dialogues. They
have defined it an “auto-cannibalistic” model, and these e-books sport a very

bec.stdin.fr |
birs. stemtuonie viapuhios - Eoudie Search L8 corte s e tereiteinn | Ehgcs Vit 86 Corbon Copy: L Caste o e to]
i -

prépaation d'un feuilleté 3 1a feta, une recetce de sa grand-mér |
badigeonna dhuile un plax allane au four et y déposa dews couches de fila, une [
‘ pite |
Le commissaire Lelieu rescai
montre, sans rien dire, comme s

| Dans un dlan denthousiasme, clle sortit du frigo les ingrédi
|
|
|

sis, immobile, & regarder régulidrement sa

seul dans la pidee. Louis s’éait d’abord |
assis en face de lul ¢ avait accendu qu'il prenne 1a parole. Tl allait sirement o ‘
faire, ...

Thibaule 'assi sur an canapé de cuir blanc c¢, machinalement, i partir son
répondeur. Le premier message était de Fernand Solbéne. Aux broits de fond,
Thibasle compri ausstét que le gardien de son Mooney Iavaic appelé d’un bistrot

Mais ce qui semble intéresser le plus Heidegger, selon Glande Piché, est Ia |

modalité du recouvrement comme dissimalation : un phénomene a d6 éeé |

’ découvert, mais écant maintenan: partiellement recouver, il est visible sculement |
comme ...

. |

/ Un trolsidme, tournant également la éte vers la droite, paraissant brandic un |
objet de sa main gauche, tient de Pavtre main un quatridme personnage, plus

/ petit, un peu tassé sur loi-méme. Sur ce dernicr, un cinquidme qui empidte sur la

87 Over hee politco-estherisch belang van hes *ner” en de grenzen tussen kunst,
‘ filosofie en politick. Catherine DEDYCKER "Loving in a world of desire™. Kunst in
’ de consumpriewereld: een case-study van Damien Hirw, 1r1. [

Le monde leur semblaic sur le point de 'écraser. La Seconde Guerre allaic (
claser quelques jours plus tard. Par la suite, Nerada recevraic une lecure dy |
J sident Aguirre Gerds dans laquelle il le remerciaic de La qualié des gens quil
’ avait ..

car si le futur roi Henri IV, protestant de son éeat, avaic dit que Paris valait bien
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Fig. 2. Stéphanie Vilayphiou, La carte ou le territoire, 2013, accessed November 20, 2015,
http://bcc.stdin.fr/LaCarteOuLeTerritoire, screen shot.
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classic paperback layout as spontaneous instant books,
less flow of commentsin aspecific form and freezing the
is obviously re-contextualizing the original meanings,

galaxy of informatlon-wants-to—be-free “heroes”

(Julian Assange, Bradley Manning, Edward Snowden) publishing secret or
classified information from anonymous sources, and Aaron Swartz and his
brave act of freeing the copyrighted academic knowledge of JSTOR® (Swartz
committed suicide in 2013). The leaks’ transmission and acquisition has been
totally digital, but then traditional media has been deeply involved to make
this information “public” (and implicitly to somehow certify the scale of the
action with their innate “authority”), including printed ones, mainly newspa-
pers. Atasmaller scale, there are other cases using print as a tool for liberating

, for example, an activist dealing with the

retand that you are allowed to read them
only by paying quite a high amount of money, has founded Public.Resource.

redirecting the end-
mintime. This action
setting them in a new

13 Stéphanie Vilayphiou,
La carte oule territoire,”
accessed August m,
?015, http://espacevirtuel.
Jeudepaume.org/
a-Carte-gy.|
14 "Ghostwriters,” accessed
August 1, 2015, http.//

traumawien.at/prints/
ghostwriters.

::tcessed August 1, 2015,,
DS://public‘resource.org.

e-territoire-1834.

Org organization,s which digitizes, and eventually re-
publishes public domain materials. He has scanned, OCRed

and re-published in print, codes like the Public safety codes of

California or the District of Columbia Official Code including
in the print a stateme

nt that says “being law, any claim about
their copyright by the authorities is ‘null and void.’” Answer-

ing the question “why print copies?” Malamud says that the
print edition limits distribution with none of the “side effect
of infinite copy” that scares standard and legal people, thus
making his efforts somehow acceptable. In this case, print is
turned into a legally strategic medium of distribution, be-
cause ofits slow duplication standards, as newspapers have

been equally strategic for Wikileaks, being part of a clever

B e -
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tactic that considers the different role and weight of the respective medium,
in order to seamlessly accomplish an effective distribution of the content.

Screen Touch vs. Printing Tactility

The relationship between the printed and the digitized dimension of the con-
tent can be functional, legal, aesthetic, butit’s also gloriously perceptual. How
many things do we physically “touch,” establishing an enriched relationship
with them? Not too many—but screens and printed materials are surely
among them. More generally, materiality has its own space of information,
which s very different from the immaterial one. The three-dimensional space
of materiality is essential in locating, estimating, and recognizing cultural
objects. There is a recurring comparison in the media between the conve-
nience of using printed content in digital form versus its traditional paper
format. A published work in a computer file format has a series of promoted
qualities: lightness and hence portability, speed in accessing it, its (near)
instant ability to be searched, quantified, linked, cross-referenced, and “cal-
culated” in general, which makes it a terrifically tool-enforced version of the
original work. But there is a constantly underestimated aspect: its “user expe-
rience,” especially from a perceptual perspective, which, paradoxically, turns
out to be quite “deprived” compared to the classic printed publication. Digital
content uses primarily one sense: sight. Excluding taste, of course, to start
there is an absence of any specific smell. Hearing may or may not be involved,
and when it is, it usually appears in two different ways: print experience sim-
ulation (typically a sound sample of turning pages), and alert sounds, which
are unspecific, so not contextualized to the reading experience. In fact, they
belong to the more general digital interface, generally only used to attract
attention about some impeding fault or give a warning about something about
to happen. Sight, instead, is very involved, although the text always appears
in the very same way thanks to the retro-illuminated characteristic, which is
meant to ensure readability anytime, anywhere. In comparison, classic
printed publications use a much richer sensorial environment, providing in-
puts for multiple sensory modalities. Again excluding taste, smell is quite di-
rectly involved in the composition and age of both paper and ink, indirectly
giving specific information about the text because it varies a lot, even within
the same olfactory domain (the scent of books spans through different de-
grees of dust and mold, depending on their exposure to light, specific preserv-
ing environments, composition of paper and inks, etc.). Hearing is mainly
about the physical manipulation of the book, which implies the sound of
bending and closing the, usually thicker, cover, which is quite different from
flipping or turning the pages. Very importantly, each time we turn a page, the
resulting sound is slightly different, and not really quite the same as it is in
simulated digital environments. Sight, eventually, also varies extensively,
print being front-illuminated and therefore depending on very different
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with all their degrees, technologies,
» and thus tactility, is just reinforcing

merely have a functiona] and decon-
textualized touch: if we stil] yse mouse or trackpad “prosthetics,” our fingers

are functionally used for clicking, swiping, or tapping in the very same way for
all the different types of content, but in a standardized universal modality,
which, again, cannot be conceptua
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ability to instantly create, combine, and calculate content, trying to accom-
plish an intimacy between writer and reader similar to the one that McLuhan
attributes to printed materials. And, if properly handled, tactility could playa
fundamental role in this process, even if there is no simple equation to fill the
gap between the machine and our fingertips. In robotics, for example, the still
primitive “tactile sensors”*® are devices measuring information derived from
physical interaction with their environment, but they are generally modeled
after the biological sense of cutaneous touch, and they are definitely uncertain,
for example, when it comes to sensing “pain.” In digital publications tactility
would be enhanced in a proper way, avoiding clumsy simulations, and appeal-
inginstead to our nerve endingsina direct way, maybe through interconnected
new artificial materials. They would provide new information to the screen
reader, being eventually able to materially assume a decent number of tex-
tures or “states” that were unperceived before, appropriately reflecting their
possibly direct and instinctual relationship with the content. Then, the two
different worlds would begin to be comparable, and even a hypothetical hybrid
between them could begin to be conceived. It would be in direct relationship
with our senses, but simultaneously be able to reflect both the stability of the
printed page and the perennial dance of information in our digital world.

The Library, Ultimate Cultural Center vs. Big Data Repository

[Libraries] are nerve centres of intellectual energy. |[...] knowledge is
power [...] and that power should be disseminated and not centralised.

Robert Darnton, Harvard University library director™

The physicallibrary and its virtual counter model are the crucial spaces where
the discourse about the new relationships between traditional and digital
publishing is taking place. On one side the “global virtual library” is closer
than ever, with Google investments worth millions of dollars, to digitizing
millions of books in Google Books, and with plenty of other similar efforts at

18 “Tactile Sensor,” different scales, including some remarkably vast, indepen-
accessed August 11, 2015,

. P
http://enwikipedia.org/wiky 9€N and shared. On the other end, the physical library’s

Tactile_sensor. historical value as meeting and research space for citizens is
19 “Google and the world

ey simultaneously reclaimed and challenged. Funding cuts and
rain,” accessed

August 11, 2015, http://www.  Innuendos about its obsolescence in the digital era, are dra-
worldbrainthefilm.com, http://

S o matically permeating both common sense and institutional
www.springfieldspringfield.

co.uk/movie_script.php? policies. Some libraries are reinforcing their role through
ie= le- _the- Id- ot g % pel s . . : .
o TG aANCHNS WD digital initiatives, like the Toronto Public Library, which

20 “Take Your Seashells launched a Fahrenheit 451-themed alternate reality game,
Out of Your Ears! No Media

Kings.” accessed August 11, WNETE people Where invited E? p'lay it m.the city through tele-
2015, http://nomediakings. hone calls with the motto “Join the literary resistance.”20
/ /tak £
org/games/take-your- . . “, s »
seashells-out-of-your-ears,  £\1d the push on libraries to “reinvent themselves can effec-

html.

tively be rethought taking the exchange of physical books as
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tempts on a small scale like the Little Free Libraries,?
boxes scattered around the world where people can t
a San Francisco lending library open to
300 members and 3,000 volumes,
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creating less con-
rossing,? using a
re books in public
role the exchange
ifferent efforts to
rary.” There are at-
a few thousands wood
ake or leave books, or
everyone, with almost
built around its community, with plans to
* And if we take into account that Wikipe-

dia has specific templates to add information to its pages regarding the avail-
ability of related content in local libraries, spontaneous social mechanisms
connected to a self-managed physical exchange can be easily enabled. These
kind of initiatives can question the library as a centralized facility, reconfigur-
ingitasthe outcome of a community, opening new possibilities. Teachinghow
to digitize books, for example, could dramatically expand access, especially

to forgotten titles which Googl

e Books won'’t include or give access to for dif-

ferent reasons. People involved should then assume responsibility in scanning

and sharing,

on a personal and independent level, to build their own cultural

history, preserving (physically) and sharing (digitally) all the knowledge that
they think is valuable, as it has been done with music since the early 2000s.

21 “Welcome to Book-
Crossing,” accessed
August 11, 2015, http://
www.bookcrossing.com.
22 “Little Free Library,”
accessed August 11, 2015,
http://www.Iittlefreelibrary.
org.
23 “Ourshelves http://
ourshelves.org. Sequel
Project is the latest iteration
of Ourshelves, see http://
wwwsequelproject.org/
ourshelves»our«history/,
accessed October 30, 2015.
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Conclusions

The historical importance of the printed page as a medium
still has a great influence on cultural dynamics, and still main-
tains a different role from the digital. Its critical tradition
continues to be fostered by artists and activists, sometimes
virtuously combined with “big data” and the infinite pro-
grammability of the digital, maximizing the potential of the
respective qualities of those two mediums. The most effec-
tive radical efforts has been historically supported by an inno-
vative use of media and technologies, which has grounded
the vision of new social and cultural models. The re-appropri-
ation of the public imaginary through printed fakes, the pla-
giarized use of online content in print, the awareness of the
sense of involvement in the respective media environments,
the ability to create social libraries, and the enormous sharing
of digitalized content, can structurally redefine the printed
medium, largely increasing its weight and potential across
the media landscape, and redefining it as a crucial opportu-
nity to rethink our relationship with knowledge, from both a
contemporary and historical perspective.
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The authors of these texts are friends and co-founders
of alibrary and reading room in Brooklyn called
Wendy’s Subway. Stemming from a collective
inquiry into the Sociality of books, each text sets a
different scene, pitched to the tune of each writer’s
voice, yet conceived of together in dialogue, over
the course of many conversations. Severa] key texts
formed the crux of our collective reflections, includ-
ing those by Condorelli and Ranciere, cited below.
They helped to gather our thoughts around different
forms of labor, theories of friendship, and socia]
spaces of gathering (both physical and intellectual),
often taking the publication as a site for such
manifestations. Our library—its collection’s focus
onart, poetry, and theory—is the nexus of our

styles, our affects. These texts take the invitation to
“publish together” as an invitation to consider
publishing’s sociality as a form of artistic practice.

One of my favourite examples is Jacques Ranciére’s ‘bad’ workers—all
those militant poets, artists, and workers in the 1830s and 40s who formed
these little friendship circles, hanging out together and trying to figure
out how to lead a life in which they didn’t have to be 3 worker. La nuit des
prolétaires: Archives dy réve ouvrier is my favourite book of Ranciére’s.

Itisa verybeautifullyresearched and writtenbookanditisalso verymischie-
vous. Rather than finding one’s freedom or liberation in the degraded
terms in which you are oppressed, these workers rejected the whole
workerist ideology that dominated political thinking then (and stil] does to
alarge extent). They said: ‘we want to paint, to write poetry, to philoso-
phise, to wander around thinking about the world, about beauty, about ...

Avery F. Gordon, in The Company She Keeps
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The space of the bad worker, the instigator, and the survivor is both

a Borgesian library and a living room floor. Timelessly, the three of them
write, talk, seek beauty, and face death in a life outside work that even-
tually amalgamates into a congruency about ... hope? Within this space is a con-
trast between a lived life and a working life; or, a conscious existence and
amechanical labor of economy—an undead life. The bad worker embodies
hope for an immaterial life—or one fulfilled by conscious action undeter-
mined by state, social, or cultural normativities—in a transformative space,
where alteration and reclamation become indistinguishable as history
profligates and leaves unanswered questions behind. Who remembers the
workers, the revolutionaries behind the name, the meetings, councils,
soldiers, corpse washers, wanderers, poets, insurgents, derelict stock traders,

The problem with two writers writing at once, is of course similar to the
problem of a writer sitting in an armchair. As the artist Moyra Davey
describes it, in reading, quickly the armchair becomes the seat of the most
incongruous, illogical, and uncomfortable contortions intended to
accommodate the body of the multifarious, note-taking subject: at once
reader, writer, and sitter.”® We need this discomfort, the body reaching

outside of itself through a new, ungraceful, or unexpected physical subject
position, for the contiguous experience of one writer with another to emerge.
It is to read and write with, rather than alon gside or in the margins of. Pouring
into Louise Bourgeois’s 2008 Guggenheim Museum exhibition catalog,
Davey and Bourgeois work together, that is, they interrupt each other—
“Itook notes from the book, and at some point my own diary notes began
to filter in.”** These interruptions are productive instigators. Our agitators.

About ... transience? Geoffrey O’Brien’s beautiful essay, “The Secret Life
of Objects,”* explores French director Olivier Assayas’s 2008 film Summer
Hours (L’Heure d’été). Describing the film, O’Brien is alert to the way it
conveys a subtle but persistent sense of life moving too quickly to be grasped
by any of the characters, a French family disposing of an inherited country
house and the art objects (made and collected by their uncle) it contains. This
“relentless forward motion”® of events is in some respect banal, and we
must be struck by the fact that the characters are “astonished, as people
generally are, that the inevitable in fact comes to pass.”** At the same time,
we suffer with them a thousand little shocks as when, for example, we watch
one sibling back down to the others’ wishes and thereby allow the storied,
irreplaceable house to be sold. Deaths, farewells, and childhoods pass without
closure or completion. Meanwhile, the objects of the family’s legacy, which
include artists’ notebooks, valuable furniture, a pair of Corot paintings, and
a Degas sculpture, travel piecemeal to their own far-flung destinies. Does
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faceless migrants and detainees, or librarians; who remembers us? Lest

we forget that “every name in history is 1.”1To hold back the undead, to
“fight the anonymity with which the war enemy is killed even by precision
bombing, the soldier has to receive, from their state of being already

dead, the calls of the unknown persons who will soon be murdered by him.”2
Such is the space for the undead, unknown, unwilling, unfortunates.

Young Jawad sketches his father’s face with great detail as he works

in a mghaysil, a wash house. The protagonist of Sinan Antoon’s The Corpse
Washer (2013), Jawad works on his craft as he learns the art of washing the
dead before they are buried. His relentless sketching and desire for more
cause him to leave a position held by generations of his family to attend Art
School: he is a bad worker. Alas as history presents itself, he is forced back

As in John Cage’s famous proclamation in a conversation with Morton
Feldman on the problem of the radio in the environment—
intrusion to his experience—disruption proves to be productive:
know how I adjusted to that problem of the r
I simply made a piece using radios. Now, whenever [ hear radios, even a single
one, not just twelve at a time, I think well, they’re just playing my piece

[...] and I listen to it with pleasure. By pleasure, I mean, [ notice what
happens—I can attend to it, and become interested in the ... well, what it
actually is that you’re interested in, is what superimposed what, what
happens at the same time, together with what h
happens after.”5 1 re

a constant

“Well, you
adio in the environment. L.

appens before and what
ad out loud to him, and he interrupts me to write
something down—one thought and then

another. Reading togetheris also
writing together. This is the problem wit}

1two writers writing at once.

O’Brien articulate, as his title promises, these objects’ “secret life”> It involves,
he says, their power to transmit history, to be that much more real than all
those half-articulated feelings and relations among the people who intersect
oreven create them. “In this process of objects moving from hand to hand
and generation to generation,” O’Brien writes, “the living people can be seen
ina certain light as mere accessories. When art becomes for once not the
background or clue or symptom but the central focus of a story, it turns into
something eerie and incomprehensible.”s They are “signposts, these
artifacts, to places no longer there, just as the film itselfis amap
ances and transmutations. Everything is always dissolving.”36
That same relentlessness is at work, in its quietly implicit way, in my
favorite Assayas film, Late August, Early September (Fin aoiit, début septembre,
2008). The film centers on a group of friends and lovers in Paris, and more
closely on the relationship between Gabriel (Mathieu Amalric) and Adrien
(Frangois Cluzet), the latter a novelist diagnosed, at age 40, with an

of disappear-
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to the washhouse after years of training, finding love and community. Despite
individual accomplishment, the throes of dictatorship leave his and many
other lives up to the course of war. The bad worker is the one who languishes
under what could have been to survive in what is. As history pushes forward,
Jawad witnesses those who once frequented cafes and libraries depart for
lands of an unknown tongue. Who will remember Jawad or the real booksellers
killed on al-Mutanabbi Street?* Or the books destroyed by ISIS in Mosul? Or
mark the many great libraries burned in the greatest sins of humanity, Sarajevo,
Baghdad, Hunan, Phnom Penh, among so many more? What is the weight
of paper once it has burned or “the weight of light”?*“And now—now all I can
doislight a cigarette and go home. My god, Ijust remembered that we die.
But—but me too?! Don’t forget that for now it’s strawberry season. Yes.”s

We are coming to language, with the notion that language necessarily
denotes a coming together through the sociality of language itself. Here
language creates the conditions of possibility for sociality, for a commons
built around texts, publications, libraries, bookstores, readings, and
performances: those spaces of gathering that hold bodies in a room. Mexico
City-based performer and choreographer Juan Francisco Maldonado

describes the library through the choreography of bodies, where space itself
becomes a body that performs the principle of organizing movement and
the dynamics of other bodies which inhabit it and which themselves contain
systems, multitudes, capable of further organizing information (books,
sentences, words).' This organizing principle, at the heart of the book’s
activity, is its sociality: it is the system we build together and apart, the codes
we decode and unravel, embrace and disavow, move and think between:

unnamed terminal illness that fells him two-thirds of the way through the
story. Gabriel looks up to Adrien, and tries to help him in his career, even
as we see him several times wounded by the older man’s reticence. Ailing
Adrien is forthcoming, however, about his fear that his limited success comes
from an inability to truly connect to readers. He worries he never broke
through, never went far enough to make his novels lasting works of art. After
Adrien’s death, Gabriel hears some colleagues discussing Adrien’s posthu-
mously published final novel with glowing admiration. He finds himself
echoing Adrien, arguing to the younger men that the book is less than great.
And yet Gabriel, in the film’s final scene, tells an editor he is finally writing a
novel of his own. When she asks about its progress, he tells her, and himself,
that he doesn’t know yet: “We’ll see if I make it to the end.” Even this circum-
spect hope is unexpected for Gabriel, portrayed throughout by Amalric
with darting eyes and a body always twisting toward the door, perpetually
unsettled. As in Summer Hours, Assayas shows us in both grand and ofthand
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In Clarice Lispector’s novel The Hour of the Star (1971), the reader follows
awoman as she loves and thinks and attempts to find a life for herself between
her working and waking life. Her name is emboldened in history beyond
work in seeking something different and unique. A pursuit enshrined by

a commenting narrator hoping for the best and fascinated by her wanderings
outside of what was deemed normal. Her account rises forward from the
very onset of the universe, “All the world began with a yes. One molecule said
yes to another and life was born.” From this, we are reminded that life

is a luxury and that “overturning the world begins at an hour when ordinary
workers ought to be enjoying the peaceful slumber of those whose trade

calls for no thought whatever.”” Beyond which lies individual disillusionment
and some bitterness about wage labor, social dysfunction, debt, death,

“If the book is traditionally seen as the preferred medium for private
consumption and research, and the gallery is understood as the space for
public exhibition and performance, the library—as the public place of
reading—is thus a hybrid site for performing the book.”” This performance
is undeniably plural, invariably social.

Location: Ulises Carridn’s bookstore in Amsterdam, Other Books
and So (it’s 1975). Almost forty years later, artist Kristen Mueller names
her publishing imprint after it: & So (it’s 2014). In proportion to the shrink-
ing of the location’s name, the possibilities for what precedes the last two
words grow. From bookstore for artists’ books, to artist book publisher, to a
simple syntax of relationality. We could arrive at So and So, a mirroring
structure that suggests the very relation of the structure’s constituent parts:
reader and reader, reader and publication, publication and social space of

strokes how (almost) everything remains, seemingly by chance, unsaid and
undone. Leaving a gathering just after Adrien’s death, Gabriel offers a ride to
his former girlfriend, who still loves him. Emotions are raw: the scene is set
for a meaningful encounter. But another friend pulls up—he’s driving across
Paris in her direction, can he give her a lift? Gabriel shrugs, the moment
gone before it materializes, never to be revisited.

Bad workers? In Assayas’s films, the characters hustle, scrape, and
compromise. Gabriel takes a job working on an encyclopedia, then gets
defensive when Adrien refuses a commission that would impose on his writ-
ing time. In Summer Hours, one brother, trying to get ahead at his firm, has
agreed to move his family to China. Their sister trots the globe, freelancing.
Ahouse in the French countryside means more for its promise to finance
these siblings’ next moves than it ever could for its heritage or continuity.
Adrien waxes bitterly about the lack of money that constricted his hopes.

He tells Gabriel the story of spending the royalties from his first novel on
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decay, and a bare need to subsist. Every day spent on the material life for
cash as the worker. The worker must sleep early and rise to labor. Workers
undergo the rigor of dysfunction as an act of humiliation. Solace must

then come from the bad worker within the space of the commons, ducking
away from servitude and dysfunction. Yet, as the label worker fades, the
bad worker finds herselfin the good and bad company of nameless persons
who together transfigure into immaterial survival. Aptly put by Appius
Claudius Caecus, “Every person is the artifex of their destiny.” Places

of gathering become moments of personal insurrection and define nuances
in intellectual and personal development. Material spaces move in flux

as libraries, bookstores, and cafes in the public realm carry into homes and
workplaces where gatherings continue.

its distribution, reader and social space. What cannot be done without is
the coordinating conjunction, the fundamental “and” which is the organiz-
ing principle of the book, and the embodiment of its call to sociality:

a precondition.

Try to write a history of sociality that reaches back around, turns,
that is effectively trans-chronological, that is a history of friendship, affinity,
solidarity, and community emerging from the “social life of the book.”18
It would have to be a history that refuses diachronic teleologies, that doesn’t
hold people together in place immovably, as if words were set in stone.

For Jacques Derrida, language arrives at its destination when the message
has been carried across, delivered: when it reaches its recipient.!” But there
is always the possibility of a confusion of recipients, of messages being
crossed and sometimes lost, of the double-sided postcard addressed to two

a Joseph Beuys drawing, and of the exhilaration such freedom brought him.
After his death the drawing, according to his wishes, and against the
cautions of some of his survivors, finds its way into the hands of the sixteen-
year-old girl he loved. Assayas has elsewhere romanticized art and radical
politics, telling the story of his coming to filmmaking in the crucible of ’68.
But these mature films aren’t so sure: the precarity of art and artist alike

are real, in them. Did Adrien compromise too much? What about that final
novel, the one he wrote in the shadow of his own looming death sentence?
Will it last? Will it transmit?

And Adrien even looks like Roberto Bolafio (the wire-framed glasses,
the modest mane), who goes leagues farther than Assayas in noticing/
notching those moments of accelerated departure and forever-to-remain-
unfinished business. The Savage Detectives’ peripatetic exiles diffidently
part ways, again and again, to the deadpan refrain, “After that I never saw
him again.” The young poet who narrates the first and third parts of the
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Alas, avarying decay arises between the destruction of home and the
wandering abyss of wage labor. A treading line of resurrection as stable as
Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker takes the misbegotten through “the zone.”
As necessities of survival are not as simple as staying up late twist into
anon-linear need. History and cultural memory accompany the wanderings |
of fleeing workers from colony to metropole. As the Lebanese poet and ‘
visual artist Etel Adnan writes in Paris, When It’s Naked: |

“Alot of immigrants work in factories and create a major problem: how to
make them work without having them breathe our air, live in our cities,

or look at our wives and husbands? This equation has not been solved. They
8o on with their menial jobs, genuinely happy to make a living. They love

rain, asphalt, warm bread, goat cheese, industrial oils, long grocery hours.

different locations (who will receive it?). So instead, try to write a history

of sociality that is incidental, tentative, what Madeline Gins and Shasaku
Arakawa would call a landing site, on which we rest briefly if only to drift
again, when the next line is drawn or the next word is written.2° Like

Aby Warburg’s library, a historical framework that is based on the law of the
good neighbor, on sympathetic resonances, shifting understandings: a
cataloging system that forgets, invents, makes unlikely connections, doesn’t
hold still. It is to say that the book organizes bodies transculturally and
transgenerationally, that the book is the very object of our closeness.

Our closeness is also our delay. Moyra Davey does this best: “Mary
Wollstonecraft, born in 1759, ten years after Goethe and two hundred years
before my sister Claire, was Wet and Dry.”? Claire is as unlikely a candidate
as any to share the same breath as Wollstonecraft, or Goethe, for that

novel claims to have written an entire book. But toward the end of the
novel’s long middle section, which travels twenty years into the future
through the odd-angled accounts of scores of characters, a scholar reports
that he’s never heard of either the young poet or his work. Somehow the
group of poets to which he belonged, while remembered, could not ferry him
along into a future no one, it turns out, managed to anticipate and prepare
for, though what could be more inevitable than time and loss? Bolafio’s
stories ooze with the “eerie and incomprehensible” aura of the art object
made central, the poem that is as often simply erased as it is hurled with
desperate ambition into the future. As he writes,
’ “For a while, Criticism travels side by side with the Work, then Criticism
vanishes and it’s the Readers who keep pace. The journey may be long
or short. Then the Readers die one by one and the Work continues on alone,
although a new Criticism and new Readers gradually fall into step with

it along its path. Then Criticism dies again and the Readers die again and
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They see work as energy and life. People think it’s incongruous that they
smile in traffic jams.”®
Such “vindictive” smiling hides a deeper well of memories etched into the
walls, as being a bad worker is what it takes to survive. What comes
contains a consistent dismantling of self and personhood at the expense
of history and present. Language, literature, art, colloquialisms, and
theory digest through prior convictions that in the “statehood” home would
always be preserved. As home dies, the migrant becomes displaced
and then assimilated. Ceaselessly beholden to other ways of living, the bad
worker contains meaning beyond economy and in the social, becomes
the bad citizen, the bad child, the bad person. A reckoning that occurs
through work, deeds, and conversation. One, codified in the bond of word,

matter. I'm asking, what does it mean to write everyone (anyone) into the
same sentence? Our intimacy is this tracing of historical constellations,
our asynchronic lives rendered synchronic through the echolocated word.
As Mary’s life, family, and friends grow around her like so many specks
on a blank screen, so does Davey’s story. Soon the pamphlet is a room
replete with bodies; our ghosts are also in our sentences.

In her striking book of conversations on friendship—which we are
all reading together—Céline Condorelli takes up Hannah Arendt quoting
Cicero (the multiplication of quotation as the proliferating recesses of
intimacy): “the company that one chooses to keep, in the present as well
as in the past,” as a powerful reformulation of the conditions for producing
culture.” For Condorelli, reimagining culture as that which is constituted
through the choices we make about “which books to read and refer to,

the Work passes over a trail of bones on its journey toward solitude. To
come near the work, to sail in her wake, is a sign of certain death, but new
Criticism and new Readers approach her tirelessly and relentlessly and
are devoured by time and speed. Finally the Work journeys irremediably
alone in the Great Vastness. And one day the Work dies, as all things
must die and come to an end: the Sun and the Earth and the Solar System
and the Galaxy and the farthest reaches of man’s memory. Everything
that begins as comedy ends as tragedy.”*

I'write a poem. It is imbued, for me, with the feeling it enshrines and the

miracle (as easy to say: the commonplace accidents) of its composition.

Quickly and repeatedly it becomes clear that these qualities of the poem are

not present to others as such. And yet, they sometimes leave a myste-

rious trace that registers, however garbled, in transmission. Everyresponse—

appreciation and dismissal alike—has this quality of misprision. And,

too, the poem may have been written in some special, perhaps secret, relation
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place, and friendship through frustration and peace; or outwardly as Etel
again writes,
“Dear Parents, why did you lie to me? You told me the sky was blue
while we watched it together, in Beirut, by the sea, and the sunset was
a flame. You fooled a whole generation, then you destroyed it, the city
is destroyed. The sky is not high either, as you taught me, it is so low,
low, below my ceiling. I wonder if the rain will come in and spoil
my books as it does my bones. I feel them, tonight, these bones you
gave me.”10
And soit is in Baghdad. So it is in many places where the weight of light can
be measured. Where being a bad worker is as necessary as smiling in
traffic. Finding ways to preserve language and memory. Coming together to

orwhomtowork and think with” provides a framework for the socius’ move-
ment within a sociocultural complex built on friendship and structures

of productive or nonproductive intimacy. These structures expand beyond
culture-producing choices and alliances, to further take root in the
“material labour and intimate affections”?* that accompany social life.

The publication is none other than the site of such allegiances, binding them
together in one open volume. There is no distinction to be made between

the book and the formation of a common field. The book is this landing site
for bodies and intellects.

In keeping each other company, we are also bad workers, necessar-
ily so. Evenings on end pass and our work does not describe productive
labor. We do not publish, sometimes we do not even write. Our books—
unwritten—sit gathering dust like Giacometti’s disappearing figures. We

to another. This other may have received it upon completion, or just as likely
years after the fact. Such an exchange might precipitate a communication—
this week, next year, in five years. But relations surprise us (they shouldn’t)
by changing: the likeliest outcome s that the communication will never
occur at all. The graph of its likelihood describes a sickening plummet into
an abyss beyond the chart’s fathoms, into the darkness where we lost
that good-looking pair of dice. The poemis, all the while, on its own heed-
less journey. This was the price of its completion. :

Debt piles up, exponentially faster than the stack of completed
Poems. CAN MY FRIENDS HELP? CAN [ HELP THEM? We don’t know
if we are doing the right work. We can no longer identify the status of
our “community”—and anyway its parameters and personnel keep shifting.
Curators seem to post readings we’d swear we already attended a year ago,
two years ago, longer. It’s hard to say if the work being attended to will last,
orifagiven book, hot off the press, will prove a treasure or drift into neglect.
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navigate “the zone” and, in overlapping cultures, to deny labor distinctly,
either by pain of anguish or right of refusal.

An experiment in meaning-creation. Small conversations, games
of chance on sidewalks late at night, pushing against a consistent humilia-
tion to make life just bearable and in doing so providing sustenance.

“Fundamentally, it was anguish at the daily theft of their time as they
worked wood or stone, sewed clothing or stitched shoes; and all for
nothing but the indefinite maintenance of forces both of servitude and
of domination. It was the humiliating absurdity of having to beg day
after day for work which frittered their lives away.” !
This cornerstone of being a good worker to meet the demand of survival
seemingly preserves undead life. However, with a persistent need

throw out or sell or give away our books because we cannot write with the
writings of others around us.?® Or worse, we gather at night in our libraries
surrounded by the books we have not given away or sold or thrown out, and
still we do not write. These are the nights of the immaterial, the nights of
propagation. “Love is exchanged only for love, which makes the exchange
only by giving itself without reckoning: an overflowing current, a whirl-

wind, a giddiness; a community of excess beyond the disappointments of
contract and gratitude,”? writes Jacques Ranciere on the formation of small,
alternative groups of French proletarians gathering outside of wage-
earning hours in the 1830s and 40s. He continues: it is the “complicity of
friendship, the resonance of like to like, the openness to the universal con-
spiration of harmonies” that the workers seek, with abandon, outside

of the institutions of religion, matrimony, and work. So that in the late hours

Who is going to carry whom forward? What partnership, what circle is capable
of producing and championing, explicating and influencing, translating

and archiving all this ephemeral labor? The questions are banal—of course
these relationships will change and end, since all relationships change

and end. And yet these same questions occupy me, and us, endlessly, and

of course the ordinary and inevitable astonishes us. I saw a young poet—

an apparent magus—read in a room full of a hundred people who hung on
his every word, and everyone expected, I think, that the performance would
be repeated, if not topped. [ understand it now to have marked the end

of something, and don’t yet understand what else, at the same time, might
have begun, there or elsewhere, to end still elsewhere, parallel to other
beginnings. A friend used to ask, having spent a hundred nights drinking till
dawn with poets, if we’d ever get around to having a real conversation about
poetry. The promise of it seemed to fuel each night, but the imagined
conversation always seemed to wait on the next cigarette, the next bar, the
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to live and breathe, the good worker may be dissuaded to be in bed by 10 pm
only to work one more morning, and in so doing, reclaim life. Alterna-
tively, the unemployed who live without the structure of institutions or wages
may sit in the library or bookstore, saving money, before continuing on
to friends and comrades where discussion ensues; or so simply commiserate
over all that is without. All this simply to breathe in spaces away from the
rigor of the world that perpetually compresses until life is spent or taken.
Such spaces have a capacity that, though they cannot disrupt oppres-
sive economy or society, engage in a spiritual act from molecule agreeing
with molecule to specific instances that draw people away from the iron cage
of existence. Here, time is sequestered outside of work to create and do,
without ever needing an ability to truly leave capital at all. In this sense

of their leisurely respite, rather than solicit other workers to proselytize

to for the cause, three friends set out “incomplete in causality, rich in
memories, happy with the future ... taking joy in one and the same thought
but plunged into solitude.”?

Our three friends sit in the library (“unitive threeness”),? falling off
the same dingy benches that have needed mending more than once in
their brief lifespan. They sit together, read apart, or, plunged as they are in
their individual practices, emerge from time to time, to read a line out
loud, to write frantically on a scrap of paper. Theirs is the formation of a
burning “demon of learning”? (we could also call it a furious form of
“study” with the help of Fred Moten and Stefano Harney).*° They are bad
workers and bad debtors, because they are running away from work so
that you can’t come running after them with credit; because when they’re

next bed, the arrival of the new book, the tracking down of the obscure
volume, the fast-escaping ether of a reading, a future of low rent and paid
debts, achieved work and sober reflection.

Bad worker: doesn’t know the value of what she’s making. THUNK.
Two friends: a pair of dice racing across the table. THUNK. Incompre-
hensible object: it faces away from us no matter where we stand. THUNK.
True conviction: never quite formulated, let alone expressed. THUNK. In
the other room, makeshift walls and ill-fitting door, Kristen is binding books
with a periodic THUNK. Tequila on the table, Mac and Kevin, music.
Adjua comes in, she’s just seen the new documentary on the Black Panthers,
Cornel West and Harry Belafonte were at the screening. West, she reports,
ascribes the electricity in the eyes of everyone involved in the movement to
the fact that all were inculcated with an “undying love of community” —the
only power, he says, with which to undo the fear that imprisons every subject
from the bottom to the top of the hierarchies we live by. Is our love for one
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a commons is an unideological premise; it is a survivalist notion, for what
beings endowed with consciousness aspire simply to be workers? As one
holds back against becoming undead, it is in friendships, wanderings, and
moments outside of a punch clock that hope is embraced in such a simple
practice, “hanging out together and trying to figure out how to lead a life
in which [we don’t] have to be a worker.” 2 In which despite everything,

in the bonds of friendship we may begin again and create anew.

there they are not workers—they are studying and that is a bad habit that
cannot be shaken off, especially after hours. They will come here and study
because “they are building something in there, something down there,

a different kind of speculation, a speculation called ‘study,’ a debt specula-
tion, a speculative mutuality. Mutual debrt, unpayable debt, unbounded
debt, unconsolidated debt, debt to each other in a study group, to others in
anurses’ room, to others in barbershops, to others in a squat, a dump,

the woods, a bed, an embrace.”*

another, perhaps, an object in its own right? We’ll all fail and fall away—nothing
could be more certain—but could we, in or above our activity, make a love

to transcend and outlive us, send it high enough and bright enough to be visible
from another horizon, off in some other direction, whichever way the

future wandered off while we were so busy trying to map the bewildering
present—you might just as well try to catalog the fog ...
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