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ABSTRACT

building was a site-attuned participatory art installation and artists' collective convened in association 
with completion of the DANM MFA program by Kyle McKinley. In producing an installation space that  
replaces traditional, individuated norms of production in the visual arts with a de-centered dialogic 
model, building offered McKinley and other artists and scholars a site for sharing their observations,  
games, and interactive sculptural works. This paper examines the art-historical, theoretical, political,  
and technical frameworks in which building and its constituent projects appeared.
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DEDICATION

For my Grandfather, Stephen Miles, who, like building, loves to play and loves to talk.
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 I. Introduction

While sitting on the floor during the closing reception of the 2010 DANM MFA thesis 

exhibition “Things that are Possible,” and listening to musical guests Maple Rabbit play electro-pop-

folk ditties for an increasingly intoxicated and increasingly intimate crowd, I was approached by social 

documentarian Damaris Santos-Palmer. Santos-Palmer, crouching next to me on the ground, wanted me 

to know that, in her words, she had “never understood my four year old kid1 so well as when I played 

around in building.”  This was clearly offered as a compliment to myself and the other members of 

building: might it also reveal something about the possible significance of building to a broader 

viewing audience?

building is a participatory installation space in the Graduate Lab of the Digital Arts Research 

Center at UC Santa Cruz. building is also the name of the collective that builds building. Taking 

Santos-Palmer's comment seriously for a moment suggests to me that when adult viewer-participants 

enter building they regain something of children's capacity for play and for experimentation. Though 

play and experimentation are stated goals of building, it has been the hope of building to access these 

capacities while keeping some of our adult skills and some of the contingent histories that have brought 

us to building. building claims that, upon entering building, the viewer-participant becomes a part of 

building. But the expectation of building is not so much that we leave our pasts at the door, so much as 

that those pasts are what building builds building out of.

 In January of 2010, Nick Lally and I began to question our rather exclusive access to the

spaces and resources of the newly constructed Digital Art Research Center at UCSC, a building

characterized by expensive equipment and locked doors. Lally and I were motivated by a

desire to invite our friends and comrades from other disciplines, as well as from outside the academy,

1The minds of young children are inscrutable partly because they seem to order the world differently than well-trained 
adults. The taxonomies and genealogies by which we divide the world have yet to congeal and crystalize. This recalls 
Jacques Lacan, and the tremendous rupture that is necessitated by the formulation of self and Other at the moment of the 
mirror-stage: the very construction of identity involves a violent separation from the pleasurable and amorphous wholeness 
that precedes subjectification. 
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to share in the possibilities of the new building. An artist collective called building was the result. 

building started having weekly meetings, transforming the graduate lab of the DARC through dialogues 

about building that resulted in concrete alterations to the space. It was in these dialogues (which 

building has sought to valorize) that the connections and commonalities of our ideas and our projects 

became apparent. The number of people who attended the weekly meetings of building has fluctuated 

between four and ten, and included graduate students from other disciplines (literature, politics, 

anthropology, mathematics), undergraduate students from various disciplines, and people not associated 

with the university at all.

As the explanatory wall text that introduces building to the viewer states:

Building anything is a process. Building something good usually involves a lot of 

people's ideas and labor. building is what we have called the people and the process of 

building something good in this building. Each Friday at 2pm, building gets together to 

talk, eat snacks, and make building. building builds on itself: last week's building is this 

week's built, but this week's built is the place to build next week's building. The interests 

of building include ghosts, software studies, coffee, walks in the woods, things that turn, 

critical spatial practice, the politics of representation,  edge sites, flea markets, poesis, 

precarity, female-fronted punk bands of the 1970s and 1980s, and  building.  However, 

building interests are always building.  The process of building results in traces of those 

interests. It also involves traces of the art/works of Nick and Kyle. All those traces are the 

building where you now stand. What will be building tomorrow?

The long list of interests in the above statement are not merely descriptive; though many 

interests of building are shared across the core collective, everyone comes to building with his or her 

own interests and motivations. The building interest that most directly motivates my own participation, 

and is a way to identify threads of coherence in a seemingly diffuse and discordant collection of 
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projects, is “critical spatial practice.” Most closely associated with author Jane Rendell, this phrase has 

emerged in recent years as a way to refer to the gamut of scholarly and artistic activities that confront 

commonsensical conceptions of space and geography. The idea of critical spatial practice will recur 

throughout the following investigation of building; it is how I will identify connections between the 

sometimes divergent orientations of scholars, artists and activists discussed.

In the following pages I provide context and analysis of building as both an art collective and an 

interactive installation: within those attempts I will pay particular attention to the individual artworks 

that I contributed to building in an attempt to constitute those artworks, too, as necessarily collectively 

authored works of building. The pieces that I have installed in building that were not direct outcomes of 

weekly meetings of building are titled Bicilogues and Transcience. My particular focus on these works 

is not to suggest that these were especially important elements of building, but, rather, to understand 

how these works, alongside artworks made by the building collective as a group, and artworks made by 

Nick Lally and Madeline McDonald-Lane as individuals, were integrally important to creating an 

atmosphere of conviviality and experimentation during the formal exhibition of building from April 

29th through May 9th 2010. 
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2. Overview of building

A. Formal Description

The view upon entering building has been said to be equal parts construction site, children's 

playground, and late-1990s computer lab. Unfinished plywood walls are partially painted with blue 

cubes, white triangles and pink clouds. Chairs and built-in benches offer the viewer places to relax, 

converse, and pick through the books and photographs that populate a set of recessed shelves that serve 

as a small archive of building activities so far. The dozen or so old-fashioned CRT video monitors that 

sit atop custom shelves or are stacked on the ground are notable for their cubical volumes–which have 

disappeared into the past with the widespread advent of flat-screen LCDs that tend to further erase the 

materiality of the images that flicker across them. These video monitors display documentation of 

building projects, games that building members have invented for participants to play, and, in one 

instance, the chance blue and pink hues that were burned into the screen when the monitor fell onto the 

concrete floor of building.

On the back wall of building is a “map” of building. Hand scrawled in graphite by Madeline 

McDonald Lane, it is a densely packed web, twenty by thirty inches in size, of all the activities, people, 

and ideas that have gone into building so far. The foci of this map represented pieces included in the 

installation, from which conversations, events, ideas and persons were linked to make visible the 

installation's collective authorship. Viewer-participants were asked to continue building this map by 

sending a text message about their own connections to the installation, which were then printed by a 

small receipt-type printer, nailed to the wall, and attached by a string as a link to a node of the map. In 

this manner viewer-participants mimic the central activities of building (participating in dialogue and 

hammering nails). By the end of the exhibition the map wall had become a knotted tangle of the 

connections that participants drew between their text messages and points on the map. It was one clear 

way that participants stopped being “viewers” and became part of building. 

The map of building also acts as an index of the objects that fill the space. Each object in the 
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space (picture frames, books, games, video projects, etc.) was assigned a number: those numbers refer 

the viewer to a gridded spot on the map. In this way the map is able to recapitulate, to the best of our 

recollections, the meandering conversations and contingent histories that went into building projects. 

The index points to dozens of objects in building.2  These include the following three: 1) framed text on 

walls from when building invited an undergraduate course in literary theory to building to discuss “The 

Death of the Author” by Roland Barthes and give glosses on Shakespeare (a piece titled More than 30 

Shakespeares); 2) The Market of Ideas: portraits of people from a building outing to the flea market, 

where we traded our art objects for other peoples ideas for building projects. This project aimed to put 

critical attention on who it is that gets to play around in a 30 million dollar building, and who it is that 

is the subject of theories of “cognitive capital.” But mostly it resulted, like most building projects, in 

wonderful and unexpected conversations; 3) the table on which building keeps snacks. Our theory of 

“art snacks” owes at least as much to the Black Panthers strategy of giving away bags of groceries at 

meetings as it does Kant's notion of the prerequisites for disinterested aesthetic interest. 

During the public exhibition of building all of these objects and activities function as 

conversation pieces. Though the objects have been carefully constructed and arranged, and the space of 

the installation is carefully (if roughly) aestheticized, the artfulness of building is in producing a space 

in which convivial conversations and explorations–conversations and explorations like building 

convenes at weekly meetings–can take place. In other words, the aim of building is to make a space 

that is in keeping with the unfolding spirit of building.  

B. How Bicilogues Fits in building, or, Cycling in the DARC

Bicilogues uses dialogue as a central metaphor for how personal and collective narratives are inscribed 

on space through the act of bicycling. In this piece participants reproduce the pedaling gesture of 

cycling, cooperating with one another, and the piece itself, in order to activate the collected stories 

about bikes. Bicilogues takes as sites of particular interest sites local to Santa Cruz that are structured 

2 A partial list: Bicilogues, mapping building, Transcience, the Silhouette Game, Space Invaders, Dropped Monitor, 
Gerund Series, Haunting Video, flipbook, RGB, Mail Art Service, Favorite Places Activity, building 'building', 
computers playing telephone. 
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by the act of riding the bicycle through them, and tries to better understand these sites by comparing 

them to the spaces of bicycling in other places, including Copenhagen, rural Kenya, London, Los 

Angeles, Mexico City, San Francisco and Tucson. I suspect that there are transgressive moments and 

transgressive modes of cycling.  Bicilogues attempts to valorize those transgressions by recording them 

and sharing them with audiences that by participating in the gestures of cycling are uniquely primed to 

appreciate those recordings.

As installed in building, Bicilogues is a sound and video piece that uses the familar gesture of 

pedaling a bicycle to drive interactivity. In that installation Bicilogues consists of two modified 

bicycles, two small view screens, two sets of headphones, and two stools for viewer-participants to sit 

on while pedaling the bicycles. The bicycle contraptions face each other but are separated by a wooden 

box that contains the view screens, computer, and sensors for detecting the speed at which the bicycles 

are being pedaled. When two participants cooperate by pedaling the bicycles at the same rate of speed, 

they hear on the headphones snippets of prerecorded interviews about how cycling produces different 

spatial imaginaries.

The very title Bicilogues is meant to imply that dialogue is an important part of how cycling 

produces space. Yet if dialogue is a core component of Bicilogues, it is dialogue that take place 

between myself and interviewees on the recordings, rather than between the viewer-participants of the 

piece, who, wearing headphones, passively listen to the dialogues while they actively pedal the 

contraption. Some viewer-participants did engage in extensive dialogue after listening to Bicilogues: 

the convivial atmosphere of building is intended to foster such conversation. Future iterations of 

Bicilogues, not sited within building, will need to further reckon with the difference between multi-

vocal dialogue within the content of the art work, on the one hand, and producing a dialogic 

opportunities within art spaces, on the other hand. 

These important concerns about the possible futures of Bicilogues aside, it was clear during the 

exhibition period of “Things That Are Possible” that the gesture of pedaling the bicycle contraptions 
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attracted visitors to building. Along side Nick Lally's Silhouette Game, in which a web-cam captures 

the spasmodic movements of a participant who is asked to line-up a virtual representation of their 

bodies with that of another participant in order to receive points, Bicilogues contributed to the 

playfulness and active tenor of building. Passers-by would frequently knock on the large plate-glass 

windows of the DARC to ask for permission to come inside and try the bicycles. During the exhibition 

that was exactly the effect that we had hoped for; people were lured in by the gestures of the games we 

play, and stayed to find out about and participate in building.  At other times—before the show had 

opened or while it was closed for the night—such requests to play disrupted the quiet working 

atmosphere of the Graduate Lab. Though distracting and at times unwelcomed, these uninvited guests, 

too, must be seen as a success of building; our desire to open up the rarefied spaces of the DARC was 

met by people who wanted to play with the projects of building. 



McKinley 8

C. Conceptual Description

During the first year and a half of my studies in DANM, the program had a very clear 

orientation: the building. “The building,” or, more commonly, “the new building,” referred to the 

Digital Art Research Center (DARC)–a multimillion-dollar facility completed in autumn of 2009. The 

program was oriented toward the new building in an almost teleological sense. It appeared 

simultaneously as panacea and Eden: a site that would solve all of our worldly problems and blanket 

our every move in the warm technological glow of the glories of Digital Art to come. The DARC is, to 

be perfectly clear, a wonderful building, filled with terrific people and delightful machines: but to speak 

of it as some Marxists speak of The Revolution, or as some Christians speak of Revelation, was 

probably a mistake. In the minds of DANM students, myself included, this had the effect of postponing 

until the building was completed our pursuit of our aspirations for our time in DANM: “after we're in 

the new building” was a common phrase amongst students, staff and some faculty in 2008 and 2009.3 

This tended to put the building itself on a pedestal–raising it to an object of almost mystical beauty. 

It is a mistake, I think, to think of a building as an object at all. In The Production of Space 

Henri Lefebvre performs an analysis of the house–the dwelling–that creates an image of a building as a 

series of energetic, material and informational flows that move through that space. He refers to it as a 

“nexus of in and out conduits” (93). Water and electricity flow in and out of the house. Wood, bricks 

and mortar become ceilings, walls and floor through some process of building the building. Labor 

flows in as a means of production, and labor flows out from this primary site of the reproduction of the 

means of production.4 When we refocus our understanding of what makes up a building on the process 

of producing and reproducing a building, we get a much better picture of the social relationships that 

3 I'm reminded here of  Ivan Chtcheglov's poetic appropriation of Marx in the classic pre-situationist tract “Formulary for 
a New Urbanism”: “the Hacienda must be built.” In his meditation on an architecture of the future, Chtcheglov's figure 
of “the Hacienda” takes on utopian qualities, but the emphasis on building the Hacienda – the suggestion that it has no 
geographic or temporal existence outside of its processual becoming – locates any utopian possibilities firmly with in the 
social relationships forged in construction of a new architecture, a social process of building and becoming, rather than 
in the site as such.

4 the phrase is borrowed from Louis Althusser. Readers of “Ideology and the Ideological State Apparatus” will no doubt 
note that the DARC, the site of building, is within that other primary site of the reproduction of the means of production: 
a school. 
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form the basis for building buildings.

When Nick Lally and I started talking about forming the art collective that has become building, 

the idea we had was that we wanted a fun, open space in the front of the graduate lab in which to show 

our art works. Looking at the pristine white walls of the DARC it seemed obvious to us that if we 

wanted a space that was fun enough to make people want to spend time in it, the space would need to 

be built.  Of course we could simply have placed our artworks in the front of the building, and 

constructed some fun and silly walls around them. In that instance we could probably have started 

building building a week or so before our thesis exhibition. But what would we have learned then about 

the social relationships that the building entails? That the DARC entails? That now, building entails?

So our desires probably had something to do with wanting to better understand the place in 

which the art would appear. In art historical and art critical discourse, such desires usually result in the 

designation “site-specific.” Miwon Kwon's widely read text One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art  

and Locational Identity begins by listing some alternative formulations for “site-specific.” Kwon 

acknowledges from the outset that it can be important to differentiate between, for example, practices 

that place a formally conceived sculpture in a landscape, and practices that emerge from a 

geographically situated community seeking to represent itself artistically (1-2). She concludes her study 

with a prescription for how to avoid encountering space as isolated, serialized and undifferentiated 

places–or, in the terms above, encountering a building as an object: “(address) the uneven conditions of 

adjacencies and distances between one thing, one person, one place, one thought, one fragment next to 

another, rather than invoking equivalences via one thing after another” (166).  Our attempts to follow 

Kwon's instructions have led us to research what building is next to, and how to articulate the uneven 

conditions that have led to Nick Lally and me having access to a multimillion dollar research facility. 

Moreover, Kwon's emphasis on “adjacencies,” as taken up in a recent essay by Grant Kester 

(“Wazungu means “White Men”: Superflex and the Limits of Ethical Capitalism,”), forms a central 

element of how I have conceived building's relationship to social movements and political struggles – 



McKinley 10

and, indeed, how social movements might conceive of their relationships to one another. I return to this 

theme in my conclusions.

In these way building probably could be talked about as “site-specific,” but those were never 

the terms in which building discussed the site or space. Much more common has been the idea of 

“critical spatial practice.” As noted above, this phrase is probably most closely associated with English 

literary theorist Jane Rendell but finds adherents across the arts and humanities among pro-situationists 

and other marginal geographers. Rendell specializes in researching the meaning of historical spaces–

unpacking for her readers, in a method akin to Walter Benjamin's, the contested histories of urban 

spaces.  In an essay titled, “Bazaar Beauties or Pleasure Is Our Pursuit: A Spatial Story of Exchange,” 

for example, Rendell's  ongoing investigations into Critical Spatial Practice are deployed within the 

theoretical register of  Luce Irigaray's marxist feminism to sketch a picture of the “public” spaces of 

early nineteenth-century London. Through careful research of newspapers and broadsided printed in or 

about the “public” spaces of shops and cafes (early versions of the Arcades that Benjamin would 

analyze in Paris) Rendell paints for her readers a frightfully pre-feminist world of proto-flaneur 

adventurist Britons in which women's genitalia were referred to, literally, as a “commodity.”5 Rendell's 

investment in slang-etymologies–that is, her commitment to unpacking the polyvalent meanings of 

words that historical narratives have inscribed onto spaces–begins to suggest unsettling, if likely 

unconscious, undercurrents to the writings of Marx. Understanding historical terms and historical sites 

of contestation is useful to building in helping us identify the fissures and seepages though which social 

relationships reveal themselves.

 Also frequently discussed when building members talk about “critical spatial practice” have 

been the writings of independent scholar Brian Holmes. In “Drifting Through the Grid: 

Psychogeography and Imperial Infrastructure” Holmes frames pro-Situationist tactics for the 

5 “Commodity,” Rendell shows, referred in early 19th century adventurist publications, to women's genitals. Though the 
lascivious implications mostly concern prostitution, Rendell succeeds in demonstrating that these pre-Victorian men 
anticipated the “commodification” of any and all women they encountered in these spaces outside the strictures of 
family and God.
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exploration of urban space within a properly anti-capitalist lens. Positioned in opposition to the 

prevailing tendency to appropriate the idea (maybe, even, the image?) of dérive without it’s 

oppositional politics, Holmes asks,“Has the ideology of our time not become an erratic, wavering 

pattern of crisscrossing footsteps, traced in secure metric points on an abstract field? The aesthetic form 

of the dérive is everywhere. But so is the hyperrationalist grid of Imperial infrastructure” (34). 

Invoking the social movements of the 60s and the movement of movements of the 90s/early 2000s, 

Holmes offers an analysis of contemporary spatial practices and a map for negotiating the political 

valences thereof. Though the Situationist International is uniquely important to activities such as 

building, and the very notion of playing games in space to better understand the space itself (as 

building does) immediately recalls dérive, building has sought to occlude references to dérive from it's 

self-representation. The reasons for this might be said to have less to do with a desire to distance 

ourselves from Debord and the SI and more to do with a desire to identify ourselves with the everyday 

practices suggested by Michel de Certeau.

The theory of space that de Certeau elaborates in The Practice of Everyday Life puts emphasis 

on spatial practices performed, in seemingly mundane ways, by non-specialists. In dividing the 

production of space into the abstract, ideational, structuring of space on the one hand and the 

embodied, performative “reading” of a space on the other, de Certeau makes recourse to the Saussurian 

semiotic theory that divides language into la langue (the structure of a language) and la parole (the 

actual speaking of the language by particular subjects). The shift that The Practice of Everyday Life 

marks toward noting the transgressive manners in which particular subjects inhabit, or read, a space is 

central to building's conception of geography. Just as the weekly activities of building depend on our 

ability as a group to produce non-normative readings of the spaces around building (the spaces of UC 

Santa Cruz), the successful reception of building by a wider audience is dependent on their 

transgression of the boundaries of viewer/reader into participant/author.

As suggested above, the theory of space articulated by Henri Lefebvre has been a major 
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influence on building, and, especially, on Bicilogues. Lefebvre's central concern in The Production of  

Space is how capitalist social relations produce space. By dialectical extension to an un-foreseeable 

future, this this begins to negatively suggest how space might be produced under a different set of 

social relations. Lefebvre concludes that “on the horizon, then, at the furthest edge of the possible, it is 

a matter of producing the space of the human species... on the model of what used to be called 'art',” 

(422). In this sense the producing-subject of Lefebvre's theory is a massively collective one: the human 

species. But though the active subject imagined in The Production of Space is collective and 

transgressive, it is not a subject that can act here and now in building. For Lefebvre, as for his 

sometimes-students the among the Situationist International,6 study of spaces is primarily focused on 

bringing about a revolutionary subject. Though I await, eagerly, the arrival of such a revolutionary 

subject, it has proven important to have an everyday practice in the here and now that seeks to produce 

space differently as well. Such a practice is what de Certeau's descriptive mode makes intelligible.7

In her brief introduction to the idea of “Critical Spatial Practice” Jane Rendell similarly 

grapples with the different modes presented by Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau. Her theoretical 

model is constructed at the intersection of de Certeau’s preference for tactics rather than strategy with 

Lefebvre’s investment in the imaginative potential of “spaces of representation.” Rendell suggests 

making “a distinction between those practices (strategies) that operate to maintain and reinforce 

existing social and spatial orders, and those practices (tactics) that seek to critique and question them” 

(Rendell, “Critical Spatial Practice”). It is those tactical practices that question the existing order of 

things that Rendell terms “Critical Spatial Practice.”

Such practices are latent in another of building's key texts. On April 29th  building member 

6 I’m reminded here of Sadie Plant’s warning to admirers of the SI: “"some later groups inherited the worst aspects of the 
situationists' desperation to be the most extreme and sophisticated of revolutionaries... and a perverse moralism which 
condemns anything that does not promise to produce the revolutionary moment" (The Most Radical Gesture, 83).
7 This seems also to be Bourriaud's conclusion in writing Relational Aesthetics, though the debt to Certeau there is 

downplayed. By locating not only the site of meaning, but the medium of the artfulness as well, in the social relations 
engendered by the art space, Bourriaud valorizes the relational activities of a variety of contemporary artists. He also 
leaves himself open to critiques of (mis)identifying in the rarified spaces of art galleries a utopianism that is, of course, 
not possible in a world predominated by global capitalism. This, like most of the conceptual background sketched out 
here, remains an open question for building: heated debates on this topic continue to ensue amongst our members.
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Madeline McDonald Lane brought the undergraduate literary theory course that she teaches to building 

for a discussion of the Roland Barthes essay “The Death of the Author.” In that essay Barthes rather 

famously invests in the reader as the site of meaning-making. Like De Certeau, Barthes finds it 

necessary to set aside the cult of individualism and enlightenment era notions of authorial intent, in 

order to make room for readers to productively interpret (or, maybe, productively mis-interpret) texts. 

Also shared with De Certeau is the Foucaultian distaste for the disciplinary tendencies of authors and 

authorities.  Such tendencies provided the backdrop for our discussion with McDonald Lane's group of 

students.8 As student-participant Michelle Potts wrote after visiting building:

 “...collective authorship and community art practices are... a reconceptualization 

of what our lives could look like under late capitalism... Throughout the discussion (in 

building) there seemed to be a very clear grappling and contestation against not only 

normative ideas of value and legitimacy but also against the idea of the author as the 

singular authority...”

Another student-participant, Gabriel Arsenault, writes in a short essay about paper about 

building that:

“Within this participatory art space, the audience easily overpowers the hegemony 

of the figure because the space openly celebrates the coming together of the “thousand 

sources of culture” (Barthes 145)... The audience ultimately exerts its own authority on 

the space, which corresponds to Barthes's affirmation that the death of the author persona 

should be counterbalanced by the birth of the reader”

Such assessments of building are not simply confirmation, post facto, by young literary scholars 

that the project is sufficiently academic: as mentioned above, discussions such as the one that ensued 

amongst the class of Literature students are the artistic gesture of building. These comments attest to, 

and are part of, the success of building.

8 It is a merely a convenience of convention to refer to these students as separate from building as such: they are members 
of the collective in so much as they participated in this discussion, played the games installed in building, and 
contributed poems to the building project More than 30 Shakespeares. 
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As a core member of building, Madeline McDonald Lane's own ideas have been highly 

influential to how building and Bicilogues are conceptualized. Her forthcoming work on Pacific Rim 

edge-sites of the 1960s has helped building understand the psychogeographical potentials of its location 

on a hill overlooking the Monterey Bay. Similarly, her recent writings about the problematic ways that 

radical student movements at UC Santa Cruz imagine their relationship to their 1960s predecessors 

forms an important intersection with the claims I have made, following Grant Kester, about building's 

ability to work “adjacent” to such movements – a theme to which I will return in my conclusions 

below.  

Moreover, McDonald Lane has contributed a great amount of thinking about the word 

“building” to our conversations in building. “Building” is a noun that takes its name from the verb “to 

build.” When a verb is used as a noun it is called a gerund, such as “swimming,” “writing” or 

“smoking.” Because the verb form used for gerunds is present participle, gerunds tend to connote 

process and becoming. McDonald Lane's writings within and about building as a gerund help us to 

locate the becomingness of a project we had always known to be about process. Here McDonald Lane 

makes recourse to the work of Rob Wilson and Chris Connery (who happen to be McDonald Lane's 

academic advisors). In The Worlding Project: Doing Cultural Studies in the Era of Globalization, 

Wilson defines “worlding” as an “active-force gerund” through which poets and theorists might 

emphasize their relationship to the particular spaces and places that they inhabit (213). Wilson goes on 

to claim that “our time of world-globalization is a destitute time, in which the man of capitalogic has all 

but forgotten the nature of being, the very worldly process of 'dwelling' or 'building up' and 'worlding',” 

(216). The philosophical terminology that Wilson appropriates from Heiddeger uses gerundive forms –

which building borrows from Wilson – to put emphasis on becomingness as a mode for inhabiting and 

caring for the world.  Wilson's essays in The Worlding Project are attuned the poetic and spatial 

particulars of Santa Cruz as a place on the Pacific Rim from which to re-theorize globalisms. In so 

doing he offers readers a conception of place-hood that building encounters as a form of critical spatial 
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practice.

Throughout their book, Wilson, Connery and friends frame “Worlding” as “project,” in the 

etymological sense of “future making.” The world produced by worlding is one in which the “field 

imaginary” of various disciplines comes to recognize it's global interactions through it's situated 

position in a locality. 

For Connery in particular, the task of re-imagining the world first requires a thorough un-

imagining. Both processes are conceived as profoundly situated–that is, the critical un-imagining of the 

world, dis-integrating the totalities that present themselves under capital, must be done from a 

particular place. These notions, of an expanded field imaginary, of the processual nature of spatial 

production, of the tension between the global and the local, are fully present in many of the other 

critical and art-critical works discussed here. It is, perhaps, Wilson and Connery's situatedness within 

Santa Cruz, and their redemption of the sleepy beach town as a site from which world-making might be 

valuable, that is most important to building. 

Part of the point of building is to disrupt the dichotomies of inside and outside (and replace 

those normally opaque dichotomies with a transparent dialectics of inside and outside). “Inside” and 

“outside” for building have connotations of inside and outside of architectural spaces, inside and 

outside the institutional spaces of the academy, inside and outside of particular disciplines within the 

academy and inside and outside of the subject produced by functions of authorship. At a tactical level 

building has usually attempted to disrupt such dichotomies by what might be described as 

“reconnaissance.” 9

During building activities, there is usually an impulse to “go outside,” as a way to determine 

what is built inside: such impulses might be conceived as a study of the outside that helps building 

understand what the inside should look like (reconnaissance). The important part of this gesture for 

9 In this sense Bicilogues is just one of the ways that building explores the spaces outside building. Even as the 
piece is situated within building, the places referred to in the interviews, and the voices of the interview subjects, are outside 
of the architectural and collective space of building. Bicilogues leaves building, as the building collective itself does, to seek 
content for building. This suggests an open, and possibly unresolvable, set of problems.
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building, however, is that the study of the outside does not result in either the crystallization of an 

inside, but, rather, the widening of the field of inside (self, group, author, architectural interior) to an 

expanded notion that is interpenetrated by outside (other, the social, reader, “nature”). Without 

foreclosing the need to further subject the tactic of reconnoissance to substantive critique (it is, afterall, 

a logic by which militaries undertake conquest, and is intimately bound up in liberal humanist 

philosophies of knowing and subject making), I will simply note that this mode of going outside in 

order to build inside has been a fun and productive element of building.
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 3. Historical Context for building 

Investigation into what was particular or particularly successful about building necessarily 

begins with comparisons with historical precedents for building. Being that building self-describes as 

an art collective, those precedents include the long genealogy of collectively authored art works. But 

the precedents for building also include other kinds of collectives: communalized housing ventures, 

political groups, co-ops and worker collectives. Participation by members of building in such groups – 

and especially such groups at UCSC – has not only informed the way that building makes decisions, it 

also informs the way that building members have come to understand the natural, architectural and 

institutional spaces that they inhabit. For that reason the following pages describe a spectrum of 

projects that range from traditionally conceived gallery art that resonates with building at one end to 

political groups and social movements at the other. Embracing the image of such a spectrum we might 

usefully think of collectively authored works and dialogic projects, those projects with which building 

has the most in common, to fall somewhere in the middle.10

In the Fall of 2009 a movement of students and workers to oppose privatization of the 

University of California captured the attention of many marxist and anarchist commentators 

internationally through the appropriation of slogans and rhetoric associated with the Situationist 

International. One of these commentators was independent scholar Brian Holmes, who contributed to a 

publication titled Art/Work: A National Conversation about Art, Labor, and Economics an article about 

protests at the UC. Among his praise for an apocryphally penned pamphlet called “Communique from 

an Absent Future,” Holmes makes a plea for imaginative and artistic protest and “inventing original 

10 Though such spectrums are inevitably reductive (at the limit case rendering the situation as a simple dichotomy between 
“art” and “politics”) they provide an easy entry point into fields of activity that this paper seeks to further nuance. 
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techniques of radical action that can’t be neutralized and made into a pretext for fascist reactions,” (29). 

Pleas for creative protests drive right to the heart of the appropriation of situationism by student 

movements; “Communique from an Absent Future” is flagrant in borrowing from the tone and logics 

of the pro-Situationist tract “On the Poverty of Student Life,” a text which was intimately associated 

with the May 1968 student-worker uprisings in Paris. Holmes’s article voices a concern that in the 

fervor of embracing the revolutionary rhetoric of 1960s Parisians, 21st century Californian youth are 

likely to forget to focus on actions that might win the hearts and minds of a broader public. 

A number of core-participants of building, myself included, have been active in the movement 

against privatization.  We helped organize teach-ins, walk-outs, rallies, student strikes, information 

booths, occupations and interventionist art actions. Our commitments to these activities have brought 

us together as a collective and give our connections to one-another a density that we seldom find in 

other artistic “collaborations.” Though we found great inspiration in these events, we have also felt 

keenly the concern that Brian Holmes voiced about the creative limits of a milieu whose fixation on 

revolution action has tended to emphasize violent upheaval (28). building is, in some ways, an attempt 

to work through those concerns and invent a working model of collective creativity that is informed by 

the problematic history of artists with radically political ambitions.

Study of this history, however, often leads to the ill-advised invention of geneologies. For 

building, an artists’ collective concerned with the spatial and social potentials of collaboration and 

participation, invention of such a geneology would likely feature currently successful collectives and 

legendary groups of the past in an attempt to make great claims about the heritage and future of 

building. It might mention the recent successes of Future Farmers, or of Temporary Services, or the 

Raqs Collective. It would certainly make reference to Group Material and Act Up and the Guerilla 

Girls. Looking further back, Ant Farm and Fluxus and Joseph Beuys “Social Sculptures” and Allen 
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Kaprow's “Happenings” might serve as a mythic link to the highly romanticized art-rebellions of dada 

and the Surrealists. Such geneologies are ill-advised, in my opinion, not because there is a lack of 

commonality and affinity between contemporary art collectives and their historical precedents (quite, as 

the contextual examples below will demonstrate), but because they tend to mistakenly universalize the 

conditions of artistic production. If building is truly to become attuned to the spatial and political 

particularities of its site, we shouldn’t imagine that things are the same in one site as they are in 

another. Santa Cruz isn’t New York or Paris (where most of these groups lived and worked) and it 

shouldn’t pretend to be. The groups listed aboove strove to push art objects and art practice out of the 

white box of the gallery; in doing so they depended increasingly on an intimate understanding of the 

social constellations in which they appeared. Yet, in the common historiography of such groups, that 

context fades away, and the group itself is reified as an object and placed on a pedestal. 

For the task of investigating the potentials, and the pifalls, of such such geneologies, Brian 

Holmes is again quite helpful. Holmes’s contribution to a book titled Collectivism After Moderism: The 

Art of Social Imagination After 1945, was an essay titled “Do-It-Yourself Geopolitics: Cartographies of 

Art in the World,” in which he situates carnivalesque social protests of the anti-globalization movement 

and politicized art collectives as outcomes of a punk rock DiY ethos. Appropriate to the title of the 

collection, Holmes begins his essay by recalling the political ambitions of early 20th century art 

collectives. “Vanguard art, in the twentieth century, began with the problem of its own overcoming—

whether in the destructive, Dadaist mode... or in the expansive, constructivist mode,” (Holmes, “Do-It-

Yourself..” 273). Artists overcoming art in order to help transform the world was an engagement with a 

marxian dialectics of social and cultural transformation. In the pre-war period such dialectics fostered a 

certain faith in teleological progressivism even among groups such as Dada and the Surrealists who 

embraced destructive potentials of an anti-art position. 
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But it is after World War II that Holmes begins his art-historical account of “DiY geopolitics” in 

earnest. In a now familiar move,11 Holmes postulates the Situationist International as a formative site 

for the contemporary art and political practices that he goes on to examine through the lens of 

DiY/punk. After highlighting those elements of the SI that artists and amateur geographers tend to find 

most digestible or attractive (the tactics of dérive and détournement), Holmes risks controversy by 

positioning the SI as an “artists’ collective” (Holmes, “Do-It-Yourself..” 273). Given that the essay 

appears in a collection about artist collectives, Holmes’s move to constitute the SI as an artists’ group is 

understandable. Yet such claims can tend to reinforce the tendency to think of the SI as making “art” in 

any traditional sense, when in actuality, even early on, the group was quite explicit about constructing 

situations rather than anything that the art-world they encountered at that time could conceivably 

commodify. Holmes deserves credit for his care to guard against “exclusive origins or... faked 

genealogies” that have contributed to the mystification of “Situationism” (Holmes, “Do-It-Yourself” 

274), but the move to re-constitute the SI as an “artists’ collective” makes palpable a central tension 

within the SI between members who wished to make art that was critical of capital, and members for 

whom the only viably artistic gesture was revolt against capitalism. 

That tension, and questions about how politically oriented artworks can avoid being 

circumscribed by the logics of capital, are more vital today than ever.12 For Guy Debord’s Situationists 

11 Greil Marcus popularized the long dormant mytho-historical genealogy that binds Dada to Punk Rock via the Situation-
ist International in Lipstick Traces: a Secret History of the Twentieth Century. It was the popular and sub-cultural appropria-
tion of such mythology, frequently reified as an image of rebellion, more so than Marcus’s historiography per se which I 
find so distasteful about genealogies that highlight the SI. Ironically, in another book about “secret histories,” Invisible Re-
public:Bob Dylan's Basement Tapes Marcus offers a much more nuanced model for imagining historical affinity. Rather 
than demonstrating that Dylan’s “Basement Tapes” were genealogically linked to folk music of the 1920s and 1930s, Mar-
cus claims that the themes and tones of each “resonate” with one-another, as guitar strings that are in tune resonate when 
near each other. Thinking through the spatial possibilities of “resonance” and its application to the model of “adjacency” 
that I borrow from Grant Kester, is exciting, but falls outside the scope of this paper.
12 Such tensions and questions surface visibly in Exit Through the Giftshop, a recently released film about street-art pro-
duced by legendary graffiti artist Banksy. “Banksy” is the nom de guerre of an otherwise anonymous individual. His very 
anonymity, which importantly protects Banksy from prosecution for vandalism and trespassing, becomes suspect in the film 
as viewers witness an explosion of hype-driven sales of his work to art-world elites. Here the tensions of how to avoid the 
recuperative tendency of inclusion into art-world institutions comes to bear on the personality cult surrounding Banksy; 
even the tactic of anonymity is shown to back-fire when other artists capitalize on Banksy’s success by attributing author-
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the answer was to eject from the organization anyone that made “art”, thereby self-selecting an 

increasingly ideologically narrow group of vanguardists.13 The cultural and political landscape of late 

capitalist societies would make any such ejection of artists from political groups today more than 

absurd; an important legacy of the 60s (and especially of Fluxus and Joseph Beuys) is the 

commonplace perception that everything a person does might be considered “art.” In a world in which 

labor and intellectual labor, capital and creative capital, and art and life are increasingly blurred, 

ejecting the “artists” would likely mean that nobody remains. 

And yet a whole-hearted embrace of art as-such would fail to recognize a central observation of 

the SI: that recuperation of radical gestures as art undermines the bit of space that 

artists/theorists/would-be revolutionaries carve out for themselves in issuing critique. Efforts by artists 

to represent, or even document, the actions of student movements would surely fall subject to 

recuperation. Such are the problems that building was pre-occupied with at its inception: how to make 

political art that could not be easily pigeon-holed as simply “art” or “politics.” 

Having noted the inheritance of dadaist/surrealist/situationist tendencies by contemporary artists 

with punk-rock ethos, Holmes goes on in “Do-It-Yourself Geopolitics” to provide an account of the 

“movement of movements” period of anti-capitalist/ anti-globalization protests in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s. These movements, and their use of spectacular displays of loosely coordinated bio-

political resistance to the demands of state and capital, appear as the necessary backdrop upon which 

examples of artist collectives involved in “DiY geopolitics” are situated. Of the groups that Holmes 

lists, most utilize the carnivalesque street-party atmosphere common to European anti-globalization 

demonstrations to facilitate interventionist projects against corporations or organs of neoliberal 

ship and authority to him. 
13 In The Most Radical Gesture: the Situationist International in a Postmodern Era, Sadie Plant usefully details and theo-
rizes the vanguardist trajectory of the SI from a pro-situationist perspective. Pages 76-100 are especially useful in this re-
gard.
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economic domination. What Holmes means by “geopolitics,” here, is at once the capacity of such 

groups to leverage the possibilities of coordinated action in an uncontrollable social space (such as a 

protest or street party) AND the use of the internet and the news media to broadcast a message to a 

global public.

But Holmes also notes the activities of a group that calls itself Bureau d’Etudes that are 

“geopolitical” insomuch as they deploy the tools of cartography to “map” the complex interactions of 

government entities and corporations. Some of their maps and graphics make the paths and flows of 

capital accessible, while others attempt to navigate the terrain of biopower by which the tentative 

capitulation of individuals to the demands of the state is secured and reinforced. Of Bureau d’Etudes 

Holmes writes, “(they) try to show the impact of farflung decision-making hierarchies on bare life” 

(“Do-It-Yourself Geopolitics” 281), correctly suggesting that the capacity of these maps to help 

viewers see their role within a vast network of forces is akin to a traditional map’s capacity to help the 

viewer identify their location within a vast landscape. Such maps of one’s personal location within 

networks of power also implicitly offers a way out of the webs of power. Holmes goes on to explain:

“...Like many contemporary artist-activists, they are extremely dubious about the kind of 

distribution offered by museums; they only appear to consider their own production significant 

when it becomes part of alternative social assemblages, or more precisely, of ‘resymbolizing 

machines’” (“Do-It-Yourself Geopolitics” 281-282).

building, too, has a sustained interest in mapping as a way to better understand how individual 

participants, groups and activities are situated within academic institutions but also, through 

participation in social movements, art collectives and other marginal projects, are situated adjacent to 

those same academic institutions. In suggesting that alternative spaces might function to offer 

alternative symbolic structures Bureau d’Etudes makes reference to Lacanian theories of self and other, 
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but also reminds us that the purpose of a transgressive text/map/artwork is to create meaning within a 

particular social venue. Activities of the building collective have almost all amounted to some form of 

mapping – exploring and recording the social and physical spaces around building.  With the advent of 

our mapping building project, however, our interest in cartography shifted to emphasize the role of the 

viewer-participant in co-constructing the social venue that is building. In that project the impulse of 

Bureau d’Etudes to map the participation of individuals and groups in socio-economic systems is both 

localized and ramified. By inviting viewer-participants to locate place themselves, their ideas, or their 

projects within a “map” of the network of people, ideas, and projects that make up building, we have 

shifted the scope or scale of the map from “farflung decision-making hierarchies” to the decision-

making processes (hierarchical or otherwise) that come to bear on an art collective within an 

educational institution under threat of privatization. 

The attempt in building to, in Bureau d’Etudes’s terms, “resymbolize” the role of the viewer-

participant finds resonance with recent art-theoretical ventures of Irit Rigoff. In a 2009 lecture titled 

“Participation: A User’s Guide,” Rogoff turns her attention to the viewer in an attempt to better 

understand the failures of current art-critical discourse and to invent new vocabularies. Unlike the 

dubiousness that Bureau d’Etudes feel for the museum, Rogoff’s commitment to space of the museum 

and the gallery have led her to identify different models of participation through “affective regimes, 

sites of production and circulation, conversation and unexpected exchange” (Rogoff 10/12/2009) 

within those institutions – models which frequently go unnoticed. Of particular interest to me is the 

shift in terminology that Rogoff suggests from “viewer” (or even “viewer-participant”) to “the 

implicated” (Rogoff 10/12/2009). Though the litigious connotations of “the implicated” immediately 

suggest that the viewer is accused of complicity in the semiotic and economic apparatus of the art 

institution (which, of course, (s)he is), in actuality Rogoff is quite generous with the viewer whom she 
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implicates as a participant in the making of meaning. Noting, as many curators have,14 the tendency for 

the the most interesting elements of an exhibition to be on the edges or outside of the official venue, 

Rogoff has begun to engage in a type of self-implicated ethnography of “the implicated” that places the 

viewer at the center of the production of meaning. 

As a participatory art installation that aims to make a space that is fun and conducive to 

conversation, centering the viewer-participant was an important goal of building as well. One of the 

first things that Nick Lally and myself took into consideration when selecting a site for our installation 

was to try to determine what part of the DARC people would gravitate toward. Though the DARC has 

carefully designed labs with controlled lighting for exhibition, our decision to construct building in the 

Graduate Lab was based in part on our sense that the nice view and natural light of that space would 

not only attract visitors, but compel them to stay and chat.

building has, at times, come to feel something like an experimental classroom. Partially because 

of its location within the University, partly by vitrue of the aesthetic and architectural choices of the 

collective,15 and partly due to the fact that a number of the core members of building are teachers or 

teacher’s assistants, comparisons to a classroom are not unexpected. In a 2008 essay for the online 

journal e-flux, Irit Rogoff lists a number of recent exhibitions that evidence the supposed “educational 

turn in curating.” Rogoff acknowledges that her own collaborative art practice, and her recent writings, 

are partially responsible for “the educational turn” – or perception thereof. Yet Rogoff also voices a 

concern that such projects “are in danger of being cut off from their original impetus and threaten to 

harden into a recognizable ‘style,’” (Rogoff, “Turning”). Entrenchment or calcification as a “style” 

14 In a 2004 lecture titled “The Art of Curating” Hans Ulrich Obrist claims that “Whenever I attend an international 
conference, which happens quite frequently, the only interesting thing happens in the coffee break; happens in the 
interstices, happens in the in-between spaces, happens once we leave that space of representation and enter a more truly 
performative space...” As Rogoff also suggests, the spaces of the academic conference, like the spaces of an art gallery, tend 
to press the relaxed, convivial discourse to the margins of the venue. 
15 Some visitors have said that the installation reminds them of a kindergarten classroom – an assessment which the build-
ing collective has chosen to take as a complement. 
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would be doubly unfortunate: it would remove the artistic form from the urgent desires that issued it, 

and it would affectively recuperate those desires in a commodity form. 

Rogoff goes on to explain that her initial her experiments locating pedagogical practice in a 

gallery space coincided with the publication of the Bologna Accord in 2006, a document by which 

neoliberal administration in the EU has sought to subject universities to logics of the market. Though 

on the whole European universities are much better insulated from privatization and funding cuts than 

their American counerparts, the Bologna Accords have been met with significant resistance from 

networks of scholars, artists and activists. In “Turning” Rogoff writes: 

“Instead of hanging our heads and lamenting the awfulness of these reforms, with their 

emphasis on quantifiable and comparable outcomes, we thought it might be productive to see if 

this unexpected politicization of the discussion around education might be an opportunity to see 

how the principles we cherish in the education process might be applied across a broader range 

of institutional activities” (Rogoff, “Academy as Potentiality”).

The resulting project, Academy, shares a great deal in common with building. Each seems to have 

been largely premised on the notion that spending time conversing inside a gallery space, as a group, 

would lead to an institional ciritique as well as the production of engaging alternate social structures. 

Each self-consciously collapses into one the spaces of learning and the spaces of exhibition, even as 

each recognizes that, in Rogoff’s words, “they may belong to different institutional orders” (Rogoff 

“Academy as Potentiality”). It seems likely to me, however, that the tone of the discussions in 

Academy  was highly academic: an important aim of building has been to create an environment in 

which dialogue across disciplines, and with participants from outside the academy, is open and playful. 

We measure our successes in accomplishing that aim as directly proportional to the calamitous volume 

of people holding conversations within building during the exhibition.
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Without any undue emphasis on originality, it should be noted that the notion of an installation 

space that uses the classroom form for pedagogical aims goes back well before building – and, indeed, 

well before Rogoff’s Academy.16 In a landmark series of exhibitions at the Dia Art Foundation in 1988 

and 1989, the Group Material acted as curators, scholars, and artists for The Democracy Project. Each 

of four seperate exhibitions had a seperate, but related theme: Education and Democracy, Politics and 

Election, Cultural Participation, and AIDS and Democracy. Each exhibition included art works, a 

classroom-like discussion space, lectures, and a roundtable discussion between artists and scholars. 

This functioned as a lens through which the state of democratic institutions and culture in the United 

States was brought into crisp, if often unsettling, focus. Group Material was able to bring together, 

under the aegis of “Democracy,” an overwhelming majority of the greatest artists of their generation, 

and, at the same show, bring together an impressive array of public intellectuals and scholars. Finally, 

after the exhibition closed, documentation and pertinent writings were collected into a volume titled, 

simply, Democracy: A Project by Group Material.

The scope of what Group Material was able to accomplish with Democracy would humble any 

artist or collective. More, the political ramifications of that exhibition still resonate today and the 

artistic ramifications have completely transformed what it means to be an artist or, especially, a curator 

(see Alan W. Moore’s “Artists’ Collectives Mostly in New York” 208-216). The idea of comparing 

building to Democracy, or any of Group Materials projects, is frankly silly. There is one interesting 

point of connection, however.17 From its inception in 1980, Group Material was committed to a highly 
16 The most credit probably goes to Joseph Beuys, whose numerous lectures-as-performance-artworks and political ges-
tures in the classroom blur to the point of erasure distinctions between “art,” “education,” and “politics.” Yet even in the 
most forthright of Beuys’s “social sculptures,” a great deal of emphasis was placed upon Beuys himself (as a “shaman” or as 
a genius artist/teacher) rather than on the student/viewer/implicated as Rogoff and others recommend.
17 Though not conceptually of any importance, there is also a small homage in building to Group Material member Felix 
Gonzalez-Torres in the form of a stack of blueprints. Viewers are invited to take one, as with Gonzalez-Torres iconic poster 
pieces. On our blueprints the map of building is reproduced in miniature: though the map can be recognized as such in the 
image, the blueprint is unintelligibly small. This has the effect of directing viewer-participants to the actual map, where they 
quickly realize that this is not a working blueprint at all; unlike a real blueprint, the plan is a reproduction of the real thing 
(rather than the other way around) and, unlike a real blueprint, as the real map changes (as building changes that is) the 
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dialogic decsion making process: “Our working method might best be described as painfully 

democratic... adhering to a collective process is extremely time-consuming and difficult” (Democracy,  

2).  

building has similarly involved painfully time-consuming discussions as the foundaiton for making 

decisions about building. In addition to implementing skills and techniques of consensus decision 

making from garnered from engagement with social movements, collective housing and worker 

cooperatives, building has invovled open-ended recursive discussion about the way that decisions are 

made. That has meant that even though “consensus” is a frequently deployed tactic, it is not enshrined 

nor fetishized: the imparative. rather. for decision making in building, has been to have discussions that 

identify and undercut hierarchical tendencies. Sometimes that means that the discussion about decision 

making is the only thing that is accomplished at a building meeting. That is a perfectly acceptable 

outcome precisely because building is invested in the notion that the way to produce a space that is 

conducive to dialogue and play is by spending a great deal of time playing and talking in the space.

The idea that an art practice can focus on how people talk to one another and make decisions as a 

group recalls another important set of precedents for building: “relational artworks.” In the decade 

since Nicolas Bourriaud published Relational Aesthetics, there has been a lively debate among some art 

historians about how to contextualize and evaluate works that take as their primary medium not a 

particular set of materials but, rather, the relationship between the people implicated in the artwork. 

Discussions within building, and about building have followed similar contours. The social relations 

that building has been most interested in fostering have been conversation and play. When building 

meets as a group, we try to be playful and dialogic; when building appears as an art installation it 

should bring about those same feelings.

blueprint looses its accuracy. Michel de Certeau points out in The Practice of Everyday Life that architectures, like texts, 
take only their plans from authors: their meaning is inscribed through use by readers/residents/pedestrians.
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In making an art installation into a place for conversation and play, building recognizes its 

affinity with recent art practices that have been described as “social practice” or “collaborations.” In a 

2006 article titled “The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents,” Claire Bishop usefully surveys 

works that deploy the terminology of “collaboration” and “social practice” in various attempts by 

artists to push their practices beyond the realm of representation and into a something conceived of as 

“real” (181-182). In doing so Bishop surfaces a few of the major tensions amongst critics whose 

different registers for evaluation of these types of work can often make the works themselves appear to 

be in conflict. Bishop wishes to dismiss criticism that evaluates work in ethical or political terms 

(though there is a notable slippage between the “ethical” and the “political” in her article). That 

dismissal, which Bishop grounds in the claim that such evaluations leave little room to discuss the 

quality of works as “Art” and that ethical and political concerns are circumspect, re-centers aesthetic 

“quality” as the appropriate rubric for art critical evaluation.  Ultimately Bishop follows Jacques 

Rancière in concluding that “the aesthetic doesn’t need to be sacrificed at the altar of social change, as 

it already inherently contains this ameliorative promise” (Bishop 183). Though Bishop's analysis is in 

keeping with her larger project of redeeming the political dimension of the aesthetic, it brackets 

crucially important questions about the viability of representational strategies that transgress or deflate 

systems of power. Moreover, it fails to take seriously the lessons learned from an entire generation of 

post-structuralist thought regarding the problems of authorship and judgement, especially formal or 

aesthetic judgement.

In his 2004 book Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art Grant 

Kester elaborates a model of political artwork that is emerges from sustained interaction with the 

communities concerned. Kester evaluates such works in terms of what he has called “dialogic 

aesthetics,” or an “open-ness, of listening and a willingness to accept dependence and intersubjective 
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vulnerability” (Kester “Conversation Pieces,” 77-78). Bishop's primary goal in “The Social Turn...” 

seems to be to argue that the evaluative system deployed in Conversation Pieces “constitutes a 

rejection of any art that might offend or trouble its audience” (Bishop 181). If, as Bishop claims, 

Kester's art criticism amounts to an uncritical acceptance of the “intellectual trends inaugurated by 

identity politics,” then the goal, I would claim, of Converstation Pieces is to forge a politics of 

identities imagined as shifting and inter-subjective (Bishop 181). One purpose, for Kester, of evaluating 

collaborative works in terms of “dialogic aesthetics” is that the site of dialogue cannot be located 

within any one participant's fixed identity (Conversation Pieces, 85). This, it seems to me, makes 

important use of the crisis of authorship in postmodernity precisely in order to debase the site of 

aesthetic experience–a process which might indeed be expected to “trouble its audience,” as Bishop 

phrases the need for challenging works. In these ways Conversation Pieces forms an important 

jumping off point for the dialogic ambitions of building and of Bicilogues.  Finally, Kester's 

formulation of the dialogic doesn't simply shift the terrain of production away from the individual artist 

conceived of as genius, it also shifts the site of the audience from that of the monadic and 

contemplative viewer to that of a dialogue amongst participants. That shift is probably the biggest 

problem for Bishop, who, in her dismissal of the spaces between fixed subjects as the site of the 

audience, is left only with one place from which to make “aesthetic” judgements: her own rarefied 

position.
In an unpublished 2007 essay titled “Wazungu means “White Men”: Superflex and the Limits 

of Ethical Capitalism,” Kester sets aside his model of dialogic aesthetics discussed above and begins to 

offer a new formulation: that of “adjacency.” In his praise for the German collective Park Fiction, 

Kester suggests that adjacency, rather than the autonomy relished by high modernists18, is the most 

18 The supposed autonomy of the artist, championed by Adorno as a beam of light in the black box of negative dialectics, 
is notably ramified for building by its position within the academy. Like artists, the academy has long been thought to be 
“outside” the “real life” pressures of profit and competition. The blind futility of such supposed autonomy has been 
brought home, for members of building, by our participation in resistance to (further) privatization of the UC system. 
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useful way to understand the political implications of contemporary art practices (Kester “Wazungu”, 

7). For much of the twentieth century, he reminds us, artists might have made work that was about  

political matters, but their lofty positions of autonomy left them,  “forbidden from open participation in 

the circuits of political and economic power,” (“Wazungu”, 7). Park Fiction, in contrast, worked 

alongside activists in their neighborhood resisting gentrification by performing a “whimsical re-

enactment of (urban) planning” that ended in the creation of a community park that displays and 

valorizes the history of radicalism in the neighborhood (“Wazungu”, 7). Kester is especially keen to 

note Park Fiction's intimate understanding of the local political and geographic landscape in which they 

operate. By leveraging the states fears of an uprising amongst the population of a traditionally volatile 

neighborhood, the art collective was able to secure indefinite public access to a space otherwise slated 

for development. As Park Fiction themselves describe their work, “art and politics made each other 

more clever” (“Wazungu”, 7). 

Like Park Fiction, building has been a sustained attempt to make both art and politics more 

clever and more fun. The socio-geographic context in which building is situated, however, is not a 

neighborhood in Hamburg under threat of gentrification but a public university in California under 

threat of privatization.  building constructed a space in which casual dialogue can build new 

connections between art practices and political movements–in particular the exciting new student 

movements that emerged at UCSC in the Autumn of 2009. Involvement by members of building in 

those student movements motivates the spatial games that building plays insomuch as our games are an 

exploration of the geographic terrain on which political struggles at UCSC play out. More, building has 

sought to valorize the connections between these places and people by constructing a map of those 

connections: what emerges from these maps is a picture of the agglutinated, adjacent character of arts 

practices and student movements that have both begun to flourish. 

To situate building and Bicilogues in terms of participatory or dialogic practices it helps to look 
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to artists whose works result only in the experiences of the participants involved, rather than anything 

that can be sold on the art market. Some works of the Belgian artist Carsten Höller are just that. The 

Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment: A Deliberate, Non-Fantastic Large Scale Group Experiment in  

Deviation makes productive use of a story about the King of Belgium which has it that in order to 

avoid rubber-stamping a law that he disagreed with, King Baudouin/Boudewijn resigned for one day 

his post as King. Baudouin/Boudewijn, who has since died, did not wish to overstep his political role in 

the constitutional monarchy of Belgium, but also couldn't bring himself to sign into law legislation that 

legalized abortion. So he decided that someone else would be King for a day, and that person could 

sign the law. Höller’s 2001 piece The Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment transforms this comical 

anecdote about power into a participatory art project involving over one-hundred collaborators.

In taking up this story Carsten Höller chose to take seriously the notion of setting aside one's 

subject position for a day. Rather than fixating on the absurdity of the King's solution to a political 

bind, or exploring the underlying absurd contingencies that could lead to a socio-political situation in 

which the King is compelled to exist but is divested of any meaningful power, Höller invited other 

people to, in his words, “step out of” the roles they normally inhabit. To facilitate this experiment 

Höller equipped a gallery space with food, water, and other comforts for 200 participants. There was no 

“entertainment” provided besides the presumably engaging company of other participants, and the 

twenty-four hour experiment was documented only in the memories of the participants.

Höller’s writing about his experiments with participatory group performances (with no

documentation and no audience outside the participants themselves) evinces the shift in contemporary 

art practice to accommodate meaning making that resists reification and commodification. 

Furthermore, in proposing that a community is made up simply of people in a discrete space for a 

discrete time, The Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment complicates “collaborations” that presuppose the 
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existence of a community clustered around an ethnic, gender or class identity, as well as undercuts the 

notion of communities based on shared fetishization of particular commodity forms (“sub-cultures”). 

This last effect is of particular interest to building and to Bicilogues, both of which seek to identify 

communities based on affinity and holding experiences in-common, and similarly seek to disavow the 

sort of facile notions of “community” that dominate late capitalist social rhetoric. At the same time, 

Holler's request to viewers to leave their subjectivities at the door, however absurdist in gesture, 

presupposes as universal the willingness or desire to set one's subjectivity aside. It should be recalled 

that the struggle for the privilege to speak as a subject, rather than appear as an object, was hard fought 

and has been won only quite recently in the west by women and people of color. For a great many 

people the idea of shedding of subjectivity, however cumbersome, is hardly liberatory or utopian. 

Unlike The Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment, building never asks viewers to set-aside their 

subjectivities. Rather,  subjectification, in building, begins to appear as an improvisational and 

permeable material: it is the stuff that the inter-subjective/ collectivized subject is built out of.     

Höller's experimental use of the gallery space, and his desire to resign some of the authorial 

control of what the work will consist of to participants, is a useful model for thinking about building. 

As with The Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment, participant/collective members of building are “freed 

from their usual constraints, and yet confined to a space and a time” (145). The goals of building are, 

however, less about the psychological effects on the individuals involved and more invested in 

questions of how, given a limited set of resources and a discrete amount of time, the group can make 

decisions that can be made manifest in the physical space of building. Generally I would characterize 

this as an interest in the creative potentials of a collective subject.

Useful comparisons can also be drawn between Höller's works and Bicilogues. Similar to The 

Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment, Bicilogues examines the relationships between the technics of power 
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and the fixity of subject positions. Bicilogues hypothesizes that we produce space, and thus social 

relations, differently through the transportation technology and communicative gestures of cycling. As 

such subjectification is spatialized in Bicilogues and explored through recorded dialogue.  Höller's 

gesture, instead, is to temporalize subjectification by inviting people to set-aside their subjectivities for 

twenty-four hours: the absurdity and impossibility of actually setting aside those positions, which each 

participant began to perform at birth, is the paradox that completes the work. The attempt in building, 

especially evident in  Bicilogues, is to examine the social processes at work in the production subjects 

by identifying the processes at work in a particular place. Höller's piece by contrast, like Baudouin's 

kingly solution from which its name derives, hinges on pretending that power and subjectivity (and, 

presumably, disempowerment and objectification) can be temporarily vacated at will. 

Apparent in other of Höller's works are the full ramifications of the drive to construct gestures 

which facilitate the paradoxical proposal of setting aside one's subjectivity. In The Unilever Series 

Höller uses massive tubular slides as a playable sculpture. The participant's gesture of slipping down 

the slide, according to Höller, induces a state of “voluptuous panic” (Holler 145). Höller is clearly 

referencing the bodily experience of the slides – of nearly free-fall slipping through an architectural 

space  –  yet the semiotic ground by which he claims that this experience is important relies upon 

modernist notions of the role of the artist as an autonomous conveyer of exceptional knowledge. By 

inducing a state of “voluptuous panic” Höller imagines that his audience will undertake a form of 

(embodied) critical consciousness that will snap them out of their everyday, ideologically engrained 

experiences. Connections to the request in The Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment for viewers to set 

aside their everyday subjectivities are likely obvious; in each work the viewer is impelled to transform 

into some, presumably preferable, alternate person. 

Phenomenologically, there is little to differentiate the slides of The Unilever Series from those 
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of a playground or an amusement park. Similarly, the form of The Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment  

appears very similar to that of a potluck or a private party. What arguably separates Höller's projects 

from these more mundane activities are their art contexts. The absence of a camera to document a 

potluck would probably go unnoticed: the conspicuous absence of a camera to document an art event 

such as The Baudouin/Boudewijn Experiment alerts the participants that their shared experience is the 

important site of meaning.19 The voluptuous panic of a roller coaster is unlikely to push the rider to ask 

questions about authorship or semiology, whereas the experience of The Unilever Series just might. 

Grant Kester articulates a critique of modernist conceptions of the role of the artist that might be 

usefully extended, at its limit point, to Höller's attempts to transform his audience. Kester invokes the 

shocking tendency of surrealist works as exemplary of modern artist's imagined relationship to their 

audiences. By inducing a state of shock, Kester explains, modernists believed that viewers could be 

pushed into an “emancipatory aesthetic knowledge... prior to or beyond shared discourse” 

(Conversation Pieces, 84). Ultimately, Kester would claim, this tends to result not in emancipatory 

effects, but in a myth of the artist as exceptional or genius conveyer of critical consciousness. Höller's 

impulse to pleasurably panic his audience, or to request that they leave their identities at the door, 

might similarly be subject to criticism for its reliance on some external, possibly utopian, consciousness 

that his art works will shock the viewer into understanding. Such problematics set the stage for the 

thinking that has gone into building, which in its sustained attempts to break down the distinction 

between artist and audience, and its reluctance to espouse the authorial mastery to any given art-object, 

refrains from tendencies to “raise the consciousness” of any pre-conceived community of viewers, and, 

instead, modestly attempts to map the connections between viewer-participants and other collaborators.

19 See recent works by Tino Sehgal for another example of art practices that resist documentation. Sehgal creates “con-
structed situations” – borrowing tricks from the SI. Except Sehgal gets paid to “construct situations” inside, say, the 
Guggenheim museum.
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The emphasis on mapping, on site-specificity and geography within building and within 

Bicilogues and Transcience recall the emphasis on such interests by artists and scholars working in the 

wake of the Situationist International. Appropriation of Situationist notions of psychogeography in 

contemporary art are too numerous to catalog: suffice it to say that the projects of building take this 

recent history as both influence and points of departure.20

Of particular influence on my own thinking about the gestures of art practice has been the work 

of Francis Alÿs: this influence comes out palpably in the resemblance of my piece Transcience to the 

performance art of Alÿs. Transcience involves me stepping on top of a series of objects (suitcases, 

stacks of books, blocks of wood) as the way to traverse a bicycle path in Santa Cruz. It borrows from 

Alÿs a Alÿs calls his performance art actions simply “walks.” In Paradox of Praxis 1 Alÿs pushed a 

block of ice through the streets of Mexico City for nine hours. In the process the block, which began its 

journey roughly the size of Alÿs himself, melts into something like a snowball, which the artist dribbles 

in front of himself like a soccer player, and eventually, into merely a damp spot on the ground. The 

block of ice is the only material that Alÿs’s artistic gesture has acted upon. If the kicks and scrapes it 

suffers at the artist’s hand or by the friction of asphalt and concrete are akin to the chiseling and 

polishing of a sculptor, it is by an inverse relationship. Alÿs says of such actions that he is interested in 

“doing nothing while producing something” (Alÿs, 63). Yet here Alÿs has done something while 

producing nothing—destroying, in fact, the only “thing” in the piece. When the work is done there is 

nothing left of the sculptural object. The piece is incomplete, by definition, until the ice block has 

completely evaporated. The sculptural object is lost in the process of the art making.

20 According to the widely read essay “Beyond Locative Media” by Marc Tuter and Kazys Varnelis, “Situationism is 
frequently claimed  as a precursor  to the locative media movement.” Tuters and Varnelis list projects by Social Fiction, 
Blast Theory, and Proboscis as examples. “Locative Media,” in which artists make use of cell ubiquitous computing, is 
perhaps the most obvious of the many realms in which an (often aestheticized) fascination with Debord and the SI holds 
sway – and is a genre of art practice that is increasingly associated with “critical spatial practice.” 
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The loss of object is only one of the overlapping concerns of Paradox of Praxis 1. Alÿs, in 

writing about his “walks,” explains that these activities come from an interest in cartography and in 

narration. “Each of my interventions is another fragment of the story I am inventing, of the city that I 

am mapping” (Alÿs, Walks). Taking Alÿs at face value might suggest that his oeuvre taken as a whole 

will add up to a novel or an atlas, yet nothing about the action itself is legible as a narrative or a map. 

The five minutes of video that the museum visitor encounters as documentation of Alÿs’ nine hour 

“walk” is similarly minimalist in its refusal of story telling and cartographic conventions. If the five 

minutes of a walk recapitulated are a part of a story it is maybe only one sentence (“Walk until there’s 

nothing left.”); if this is mapping a city it is maybe only one line on the map (the snail-trail left behind 

by the melting ice). As curator Nicholas Baume writes of this work, “As a storyteller, Alÿs is ultimately 

concerned with the space of memory and imagination; to this extent, his fabled city is a virtual one” 

(Baume).21  

Literary theorists point out that the novel is a form that asks the reader to imagine him or her 

self within the grand narratives of the western tradition.22 Geographers note the analogous effect a map 

has of situating the viewing subject within a cartographic abstraction.23 Storytellers who wish to subvert 

the logics of the Western tradition, or mapmakers who hope to invite viewers to actively participate in 

21 Such translation of Alÿs's activities into textual forms suggest a return, and a reversal, of the model of textuality offered 
by Michel de Certeau in The Practice of Everyday Life. Certeau's suggestion that reading can be best understood by 
recourse to the tacit, tactical, and improvisational appropriation of the public spaces of urban life by pedestrians in his 
chapter “Walking in the City” is an exact inversion of attempts to read textuality (and authorship?) into the Alÿs's walks 
(Certeau 93-110). A commitment to the non-authorial, parole-esque character of everyday productions of space is fully 
present in Transcience, in Bicilogues, and, indeed, in the critical spatial practices of building.

22 In Imagined Communities:Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983) Benedict 
Anderson demonstrates how the nineteenth century novel and the daily newspaper allowed for the formation of an 
imagined community that takes the shape of national boundaries. In An Atlas of the European Novel 1800-1900 
(London: Verso, 1998) Franco Moretti covers similar ground but extends his analysis to show how the novel form was 
deployed for the territorialization of spaces (notably spaces contested by wars for independence), thereby suggesting 
further connections between narration and geography. 

23 I'm thinking especially here of skepticism of the map-as-such on behalf of marginal geographers. In an interview with 
The Visible Collective, Trevor Paglan explains that “the 'God's eye' view implicit in much cartography is usually not 
helpful in terms of describing everyday life” (Mogel and Bhagat, 44). 
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the production of space, are inclined to lose the trappings of novels and maps in favor of less 

determinate forms. These are the greatest successes of Paradox of Praxis 1: it loses not only the 

sculptural object but also the trappings of stories and maps. It is a sculpture that has lost its materiality, 

a story that has lost narration, and a map that has lost abstraction. 

Bicilogues is similarly interested in storytelling and in mapping and wary of the narrative arc 

and the omniscient view of the world map. In Bicilogues I seek to lose the cartographer’s ambition for 

completeness. Bicilogues rejects the documentarian’s impulse to verisimilitude and the historian’s 

desire for objectivity. Unlike Paradox of Praxis 1, however, Bicilogues, has no interest in tracing a map 

of solitary travel through space. Bicilogues loses the figure of the individual artist or the flaneur (which 

Alÿs’ “walks” rely upon as an organizing principle) and replace it with a dialogue between cyclists as 

they cooperate to produce the space that they travel through. 
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4. Technical challenges of building   

The challenges of building have lagely been social rather than technical. When decision making 

processes are difficult, when institutional requirements or restrictions put pressures on the collective, or 

when disciplinary divides interrupt collaboration with people in the university with whom we share a 

great deal of affinity, it is dificult to imagine that a technical solution would be appropriate. Still, many 

of the projects installed in building required confronting technical challenges and inventing 

technological solutions. Here I list my own experiences in confronting the technical challenges that 

Bicilogues presented: in meeting those challenges I attempted to apply the same spirit of collaboration 

and collective authorship as characterizes the rest of building.

Most of the technologies involved in building have been appropriated, readymade, from 

commonly available consumer electronics. Though building seeks to lend intelligibility to the 

collective, non-individuated authorship and production of such technologies, researching and 

recapitulating the supply chains that lead to the availability of, say, video monitors, vastly exceeds the 

scope of this or any single text. Those technologies involved in creating building that are not 

encountered as readymade might prove a useful example of how building conceives of technology and 

“innovation.” 

Taking Bicilogues as a particular example of the roles of technologies and innovation in 

building suggests that the drive for innovation is here circumscribed by social questions of “what is it 

useful for?” The particular technology of Bicilogues that makes possible the accurate measurement of 

rates of speed is borrowed from a group called OpenSprints. OpenSprints is an online community of 

software and hardware designers that came together to construct open source options for hosting in-

door stationary bicycle races. Such races, commonly referred to as “gold sprints” are an increasingly 

popular activity, especially in cities where inclement weather makes winter-time outdoor racing 

impossible. As the name suggests, such sprints are largely about riding a stationary bicycle very fast for 

a short period of time in order to beat one's opponent. Setting aside questions of why and under what 
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circumstances a cyclist wishes to beat a fellow cyclist, and admitting that in the right context such 

competitions are fun and worthwhile, my initial observation with Bicilogues was that much of what 

cyclists do isn't competing, but cooperating. 

Extending the metaphor of “cooperating rather than competing” required significant re-thinking 

of both the physical and virtual interfaces commonly used for Gold Sprints. To encourage participants 

to think in terms of dialogue rather than racing, Bicilogues positions the riders face-to-face but 

separated by the physical infrastructure of the piece. When two participants are riding on the piece they 

are able to see themselves, and one another, on the view screens: however, when the two riders are out 

of sync with one another, a semi-translucent circle moves from the center of the screen to cover the 

face of the rider. In developing Bicilogues a variety of configurations of the hardware and software 

were experimented with. Invaluable advice regarding these different configurations was obtained from 

Jennifer González, Chip Lord, Jennifer Parker, Nick Lally, and, especially, Nikolas Hanselmann.

Thanks to the enthusiastic support and advice of people involved with OpenSprints, and the 

rigorous testing-by-fire of the hardware that they have designed for indoor races, I was able to reliably 

link the pedaling of bicycles to a stream of data coming into the computer. To make that data 

meaningful I wrote a rather unsophisticated program in the open source language Processing. All of the 

programming projects in building use Processing to some extent: it is free to reproduce and easy to 

learn. Like OpenSprints, Processing is supported by an online community of authors and users who 

were similarly helpful in lending suggestions to my pleas for help. Bicilogues uses the video and audio 

libraries of Processing in order to draw a correlation between the number of rotations of the bicycle 

wheel and the placement of the participant on a virtual “track.” If one of the participants gets ahead of 

the other, both participants hear wind and the clicking noises of bicycles–just as one might when riding 

a bicycle alone. If one participant gets enough rotations ahead of other, (s)he will have looped back 

around the virtual track, giving her another opportunity to ride in sync with the other participant and 

listen to the dialogue excerpts. 
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5. Goals of the projects and expected outcomes

A central goal of building is to construct an environment that lends itself to experimentation and 

conviviality for the building collective, and then try to extend that atmosphere of experimentation and 

conviviality to the viewing audience of an art exhibition through various forms of participation. 

Though the week-to-week activities of the building collective are intended to result in concrete 

additions to the physical space of building, the most important criteria for the success of a given 

collective meeting have been: Did we have a good conversation? Did we have fun? Did we bring 

enough snacks?

As an art collective, building has attempted to debase traditional models for the production of 

authorship and artistry by claiming that meaning is produced at the site of the reader or viewer. By 

investing in the viewing audience as co-authors of the art installation building, the building collective 

attempts to constitute each viewer as a member of the collective. In this sense, the ideal audience of 

building is building. This is not simply a conceptual slight-of-hand or a rhetorical maneuver (though it 

may be those things too). A great deal of the conversations that have happened inside building have 

focused on how to have fidelity to a collective or dispersed author within the institutional confines of 

the academy. Of particular importance to that discussion has been foregrounding the fact that different 

members of building have different investments in building. For myself and for Nick Lally, our 

contributions to building will confer “mastery of the arts” upon us as individuals: we are also the only 

building members with unrestricted access to the Digital Arts Research Center in which building was 

built. Reckoning with the problematics and potentials of collective authorship within a capitalist world 

system that seeks to isolate the individual as producer or consumer, a system that is further ramified 

within an academic institution that seeks to discipline subjects as producers of knowledge, has become 

something of a playful obsession for building.

For Nick Lally and myself, experimentation and conviviality are most characterized by play and 

by dialogue. As noted elsewhere in this paper, play and dialogue deserve to be valorized on their own 
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terms, and understood as integrally important to art critical practices. 

Facilitating play and dialogue in a specific architectural space, however, requires different 

strategies for different audiences. Within the weekly meetings of building the members of building 

were generally able to engage in open, egalitarian dialogue as a process for making decisions about 

what “play” would look like that week.  Egalitarian dialogue and consensus decision-making processes 

break-down, however, when the audience is larger or has less shared discourse and art/political 

orientation. Facilitating play and dialogue amongst a broader viewing audience who encounter building 

in a gallery space, has shown itself to require a separate set of techniques. This is where the games and 

art projects installed within building, including Bicilogues, have been an important addition. Games 

and video-art projects that, in the absence of building, Nick Lally and I would likely point to as 

evidence of our mastery of Digital Art and New Media, appear within the installation context as useful 

strategies for engendering play and conviviality. 

Finally, building has been conceived and constructed within the context of a protracted struggle 

against the privatization of the university of California: most of the core members of building have 

been intimately involved in this struggle. Rather than imagining itself as an exemplary site from which 

to represent this struggle, however, building has had a goal of acting in parallel with a social movement 

to defend public education. And, like that finest moments of that movement itself, building, asserts that 

the best way to extend and entrench such struggles is to reach out to others by mapping the connections 

that already entwine all the groups and individuals involved.
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6. Conclusions

The preceding account of building – its projects, its aims, and the artistic, political and 

philosophical background that inform it – provide the necessary context to take stock of the successes 

and failures of building as a collective and building as an installation space. 

Media artist and DANM Alumnus Daniel Massey was asked by DANM to judge the 2010 

Thesis exhibition. Massey awarded building “best in show.” Of building, Massey writes:

“building was intriguing as a dynamic, spontaneous environment for the "rapid-

prototyping" of creative ideas–a spatial sketchbook of sorts. This working model reflects 

a playful and engaging approach to intervention, experimentation, and community-

building. The project seems to implicate both software and conversation equally, in the 

process of approaching some kind of fluidity between art-making and the everyday.”

Setting aside the requisite professionalism in Massey's tone, a few ideas here might be helpful in 

reflecting on the successes and the missed opportunities of building. The idea of a spatial sketchbook is 

appealing and is very much in line with building's strategy of “reconniassance.” When building 

members play games or go on walks outside of building, as a method for determining what building 

should look like, it is something akin to a sketchbook. The major difference would be that painters, 

architects and sculptors, who are the traditional users of sketchbooks, don't normally put their 

sketchbooks on display: they study their sketches, learn from them, and make finished artworks from 

them. building does include presentation of sketches of the critical spatial practices of the building 

collective, but these sketches are not the material that Nick Lally and I are presenting as evidence of 

mastery: what is “mastered” in building is the construction of social relationships. If building is a 

“spatial sketchbook,” it is not finished spaces, or architectures, that are equivalent to the “paintings” but 

the moments of conviviality and play that those spatial sketches document, and, possibly, the use of 

those documents to lure new audiences into such moments.

Massey usefully connects this lovely notion of a “spatial sketchbook” to the notably less poetic 
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rhetoric of “rapid prototyping.” Though I can't fail to appreciate the good will in which Massey's 

comment is offered, it is highly doubtful that building would be of particular use to the Silicon Valley 

types that speak with a straightface of “rapid prototyping.” The instrumentalization of building 

activities by venture capitalists is unlikely not simply due to the political ideologies of building 

members but for the same reasons that building is not a useful sketchbook.24 These are “prototypes” 

that don't point toward some finished work: their success or failure is not to be determined based on the 

reproduction of the material forms of building but the reproduction of the forms of sociability 

constructed in building. Or, following Nicolas Bourriaud's suggestion that “the contemporary artwork's 

form is spreading out from its material form: it is a linking element, a principle of dynamic 

agglutination,” we might begin to imagine the art activities of building as merely the stuff that makes 

the sociability stick together (Bourriaud, 20).

The idea of “agglutination” recalls Grant Kester's deployment, discussed above, of his term 

“adjacency.”25  Also noted above is Miwon Kwon's proscription to address “the uneven conditions of 

adjacencies” between sites, people, or groups. The promise of an art practice premised on adjacency, 

rather than autonomy, suggests that by working in parallel to other artists, scholars, and social 

movements, artists encounter an expanded field in which to unravel their creative gestures. If that had 

truly been the case for building, we might have expected to see the DARC, the site of building, become 

an important location for the growing student movement at UCSC. That such was not the case may 

speak in part to the institutional requirements of a Master of Fine Arts degree; among the many 

participants that building constituted as collective members Nick Lally and myself were the only ones 

who will receive graduate degrees for our efforts. It also no doubt speaks to the limitations of making 

24 It is not that the architetural forms of building are incompatable with the needs of capitalist production; on the contrary, 
many Silicon Valley firms give over portions of their buildings to social spaces and play spaces (it helps keep the workers 
from ever going home!). It is easy to imagine a corporate research facility (not architecturally so unlike the DARC) in-
stalling an area for chatting and snacking (not architecturally so unlike building); rather, it is the atmosphre of conviviality 
and the flexibility of social relationships that are the important characteristics of building. Architecture alone does not deter-
mine social relations. For proof, spend a few minutes observing the social death of an in-house farmer’s market at the 
Googleplex.
25 I rather like the “gluten” that “agglutination” calls up in my minds-eye: I begin to imagine artist collectives and social 

movements as so many adjacent sweet-breads, stuck together on a baking sheet. When the yeasts puff our breads we all 
squish into one-another, and it becomes difficult to tell where one roll ends and another begins.
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art in a field dominated by expensive machinery. The tens of thousands of dollars of equipment stored 

in the DARC necessitate locking the doors at all times.

Mostly, however, it probably speaks to the lack of creativity on behalf of building, and 

especially of myself, in attempting to involve in building more individuals from the student, staff and 

faculty movements that oppose privatization: as such building has been a failure. In retrospect it seems 

that in my enthusiasm for “adjacency” I failed to make visible within the installation of building itself 

the connections between social movements at UCSC and the political aspirations of building. This 

failure is best characterized by an ambivalence toward representing the student movements within 

building, and a preference for conceiving of building as a theoretical and spatial model rather than a 

billboard for broadcasting any particular message. For adjacency to offer a viable alternative to the 

false binary of “inclusion” versus “autonomy,” it needs to offer artists more than the obvious 

potentialities of physical proximity and affinity of desires. Likewise, for individuals involved in social 

struggles to wish to set aside their well-deserved skepticism about the political possibilities of “art,” 

there needs to be a reckoning with the tendency of artists to exploit their involvement with collective 

organizations for an aura of radical chic. Adjacency could serve an important role in this regard, but 

only if it can be forged into a methodological apparatus that addresses these long-standing problems. 

The task of building such an apparatus remains undone by building, though building may offer some 

topological contours as points of reference.

building has been noteworthy for some successes as well. On a day-to-day level building has 

been successful at valorizing play and dialogue. building mostly consisted of talking about building. 

Snacks, comfortable couches, and a nice view of the Monterey Bay facilitated these talks. Talking 

sometimes resulted in ideas for games or outings and ways to modify building. Those games, outings, 

and modifications always resulted in more dialogue. It was in these dialogues (which building seeks to 

valorize) that the connections and commonalities of our ideas and our projects became apparent.

building has been successful at mapping the connections between different people and different 
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ideas. As Madeline McDonald Lane, who drew the map of building, puts it, “mapping rhizomatically 

imagines the practice of building as a process of both de-individuating and collectivizing subjects” 

(personal correspondence). As regards the student movements at UCSC, mapping connections makes 

visible the ways in which we are already bound-together by interdependencies; the picture that emerges 

from the map of building is one of adjacency and resonance. Seeing that such connections exist, and 

seeing how to navigate them facilitates the larger aims of the building collective: playful dialogue and 

creative engagement. 

More than anything else building has been a successful attempt to imagine activities that are 

possible. Identifying possibility and implementing it is an act of improvisation: it seizes from the 

moment and the materials at hand the potential for an event. Building, a favored activity of building, is 

always improvisational and rooted in the materials at hand. This seems to be a primary affinity between 

building and the student movements. Occupationists26 and student activists, like artists, are most 

successful when they improvise based on the resources and particularities that are available to them at 

the moment. Every painter knows the joys and possibilities of working from a limited palette. Rarely 

does this result in a perfect situation, but it is always a situation in which action –the action of building 

a painting– is possible.

This paper has discussed, broadly, the lessons learned by building members from precedents 

considered “art,” precedends considered “theoretical,” and from precedents from our own experiences 

in the social movement to defend public education. I have demonstrated how building has, in turn, 

offered something back to the first and second of these sets of precedents. What building has to offer 

student movements is somewhat less clear. 

By repeatedly invoking the figure of adjacency, I have alluded to a form of practice that 

becomes recognisant of the spatial and social potentials of the site that it occupies. Through group-

outings, games, dialogue, walks and research building has been a practice of becoming attuned with 

26 “Occupationists” here refers to those elements within the student movements who seize and occupy university buildings 
in order to open up new social forms and temporary alterity to normative social relations: for more on these ideas see my 
essay with Madeline McDonald Lane “On Electro-communism” (self-published, 2010).
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such potentials. It is these practices of becoming attuned that bulding might offer to student movements 

at UCSC.

Such a practice of becoming attuned, and such improvisation-with-a-limited-palette, is, I 

believe, what Brian Holmes was thinking about when in the autumn of 2009 he wrote a critique of the 

rhetoric of the student movement at the UC in the publication “Art-Work: A National Conversation 

About Art, Labor, and Economics.” After singling out the Research and Destroy collective's 

“Communiqué from an Absent Future,” for the lucidity of its analysis, Holmes criticizes as over-

reaching the exhortation by Research and Destroy to, as Holmes puts it “don a black mask and engage 

in a sweeping orgy of destruction that will send the existing system up in flames” (Holmes “U.C. 

Strike” 29). Without weighing-in on what sort of tactics the Research and Destroy collective imagine to 

be “most revolutionary,” it is clear that for the moment, in the socio-geographic constellation of Santa 

Cruz, sweeping orgies of destruction hamper, rather than give rise to, possibilities for creative 

engagement with privatization of public education or the larger spectre of neoliberalism. In a 

Certeauian sense, such tactical mis-steps issue from a mis-reading of the potentials of the site at the 

moment: a failure to become attuned to the potentials of the site.

Just such a failure was evident on the night of May 1st, 2010 when a politicized dance party was 

held in downtown Santa Cruz in solidarity with May Day marches around the country, and specifically 

in opposition to newly authored racist immigration, enforcement and education laws in Arizona. The 

dance party was labeled a riot after a handful of the several hundred attendees began throwing paint 

and breaking plate-glass windows. The reactions from authorities and from the local community has 

had a chilling effect on precisely those imaginative social movements that resonate most with the 

activities of building. Anarchists, communists, student activists and Latino communities have become 

scapegoats in a climate of fear and recrimination. Brian Holmes claims that rather than insurrectionary 

violence per se, the new student movements provide an opportunity to “dig deeper into our hearts and 

minds and desires, and to lay the basis for a long-term, broad-based, constructive refusal,” (Holmes 
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“U.C. Strike” 29). It is precisely activities like building that have the possibility, if not the 

responsibility, to identify improvisational tactics of play and dialogue and share them with our adjacent 

social movements. 

On May 18th and 19th of 2010 Nick Lally, Madeline McDonald Lane, Sophia Strosberg and 

myself (all building members), among many other organizers, hosted discussion groups and classes at a 

student walk-out and teach-in against privatization of the UC. The teach-in, dubbed a “peripheral 

university,” involved hundreds of participants–far outstripping the scale of any building project. And 

yet the tone and goals of those events were very much in keeping with the aspirations of building. 

Dialogue and play were valued as ends to themselves as the student movement became an improvised 

space for imagining the possibilities of a free, public, open-air, peripheral university. Throughout the 

two day event plans were laid to extend and entrench the 2009-2010 student movement in 2010-2011, 

building on the momentumn of this year in the next. Though this “peripheral univeristy” was not a 

project of building, it could be claimed that building served the peripheral university as a theoretical 

model for spatial practice. Having witnessed first-hand the effects of a lack of creativity of tactics and 

an insistence on confrontational escalation, building members seek to re-invigorate the imaginative and 

clever potentials of student movements; our idea is that movements, too, can be building.

Whether or not building itself will be building in the future is an unanswerable question. If 

conceived as a site-attuned participatory installation at UCSC, building has been completed. When 

conceived as a collective of artists and scholars with an affinity for critical spatial practices, however, 

building may have a future. At of the time of writing this document, building members have proposed 

installations and events at several events and conferences during the Fall of 2010. Like the building 

collective, these events seek to form a practice that maps the connections between art, art scholarship, 

and social movements. In participating in those events, the aim of building will be to lend to that 

practice an attunement with the particulars of the space and place that the events occupy.
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FIG 1: building and Bicilogues at “Things That  Are Possible”

FIG 2: building’s first snacking and first meeting
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FIG 3: Transcience, installation view
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FIG 4: Kelly Brown and Kevin Arnold enjoying Bicilogues
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FIG 5: Bicilogues and Nick Lally’s Silhouette Game, installation view
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FIG 6: Isa Reser and Elaina Ramer enjoying Bicilogues



FIG 7: building artifacts, installation view

FIG 8: Musicians Maple Rabbit play tunes while Elenor Biddle enjoys Bicilogues 
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FIG 9:building activity: treefort construction as “critical spatial practice” 

FIG 10:mapping building, installation view  



FIG 11: building activity, 4/31/2010  
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