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This is a coat that we covered with a new layer of fabric, 
so that the old fabric would be at the same time hidden and 
protected and on which we have printed a poem that refers to 
the hope of a common struggle:

My brother used to wear this coat as a teenager. I tried to 
imagine what he would be like now, what ideas he would have, 
with what people would he associate himself. I remembered 
Subcomandante Marcos’s poem.

Marcos, the quintessential anti-leader, insists that his 
black mask is a mirror, so that “Marcos is gay in San 
Francisco, black in South Africa, an Asian in Europe, 
a Chicano in San Ysidro, an anarchist in Spain, a 
Palestinian in Israel, a Mayan Indian in the streets of 
San Cristobal, a Jew in Germany, a Gypsy in Poland, 
a Mohawk in Quebec, a pacifist in Bosnia, a single 
woman on the Metro at 10 p.m., a peasant without 
land, a gang member in the slums, an unemployed 
worker, an unhappy student and, of course, a Zapatista 
in the mountains”. In other words, he is simply us: we 
are the leader we’ve been looking for.
Naomi Klein, Farewell to the End of history: Organization and 
Vision in Anti-Corporate Movements, The Socialist Register, 2002, 
London: Merlin Press, 1–14
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P.S. A New York City garment 

13

A homeless man on Grand Street, in Soho, in the cold 
evening, arranging thoroughly his cardboard sheets to sleep 
on. A few steps further, in one of the glamorous shop windows, 
a logo of a company that produces matrices advises us: 

After passing Brooklyn Bridge with the flow of tourists, 
in search of a “regular” living area with everyday situations, an 
area that would seem more “real” than Manhattan, we ended 
up in a place called Fulton Mall. Loud music coming out from 
huge, ghostly stores, full of merchandise but without people, 
to the streets smelling of fast food and full of people with 
tired, preoccupied faces. People, mostly of color, standing at 
the store entrances, their job being to invite you in with fake 
smiles frozen on their faces. Later, Liz told us that people take 
wedding photos just a few streets from the place we have been 
to, with the background of Manhattan skyscrapers.

We bought two t-shirts from a Goodwill store. They were 
on a long rag full of branded t-shirts. Many company logos to 
choose from. We picked one that said only New York City in 
electric colored letters and another one which has written on 
the front “Sponsored by” over and over again and on the back 
the name “Bloomberg.”

A few days later, when we were already home, news 
arrived about Mayor Bloomberg’s decision to evacuate Zuccotti 
Park and about how the entire Occupy Wall Street People’s 
Library was tossed to the garbage. 
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The last thing that we have seen in New York was an 
add for a bank, in the airport. The words Glorified, Vilified, 
Gentrified below the same image of New York, copied three 
times. “Different values make the world a richer place” the add 
says. We read later that this add is part of a larger campaign 
titled “Different Points of View”. Diversity and richness of 
viewpoints in service for the richness and privilege of some: it 
seemed like an accurate last image. 

We have used the “Sponsored by” logo, written over 
and over again on a t-shirt that we bought in a thrift store in 
New York, to reflect on a city which seems to have nothing that 
belongs to its inhabitants: buildings, streets, parks, art spaces, 
museums all bare the marks of capital. We used a marble-like 
gray, fluid fabric, in a Greek cut—quoting the Statue of Liberty 
and referring also to the fundament of the Western ideal of 
democracy—to be the basis for the lettering, in order to reflect 
on a city where the global victory of capital over every aspect of 
life takes such obvious and graphic shapes. 
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The background of this photo is Casa Tineretului 
(The House of Youth) in Timişoara. It used to be a place for 
cultural events and the location of different clubs and courses 
where, at least theoretically, people could meet and not only 
be consumers of culture, but also learn to produce their own 
versions of culture, their own interpretations of the world. We 
don’t really know if that place was ever genuinely a meeting 
place where cultural events, discussions and conferences, 
amateur art, hobbies and skill learning were truly realising 
a creative community of students and workers. We can only 
imagine that this potential existed. Now the building hosts a 
hotel, a restaurant, offices of different companies and it can be 
rented for weddings and commercial fairs.

In the photo taken in front of The House of Youth, Maria 
is wearing a dress made of two pieces. We bought the upper 
part in Berlin, in the GDR section of a second hand shop. It is 
a useless piece, whose initial purpose is mysterious—was it a 
piece of garment in itself? Is it a fragment from a larger piece? 
We mounted this part on a banal green-grey dress made in 
China that we bought in a supermarket in Timişoara. It is a 
dress about distorted, unreliable, fragmented memories of 
the past inserted in a world of global capitalism that requires 
oblivion and confusion when it comes to the past in order 
to nullify any resistance that could have its roots in the 
remembering of the lost possibilities.

InspIred By LIfe
Clothes Worn in the City

The Astronomical Observatory of Timişoara was built in 
1950, tied to the Pedagogical Institute from Timişoara, whose 
Mathematics and Physics department included a study program 
on astronomy. The Observatory was built by 11 students from 
the construction department of the Architecture University, 
helped by two experienced masons. Started as a tool of learning 
for the future teachers and as part of a program of making 
science available to everybody, it has always been severely 
underfunded. The observatory is used for research by scientists 
struggling to get funding, with rare occasions of presentations 
for the public. Nowadays the observatory looks deserted in the 
middle of a park with vegetation growing wildly. Only a silver 
cupola is visible for the passer-by who most likely don’t even 
know what that building is.

Simona wore a dress about the times when a clear and 
rational world was promised to us, a world of progress, dignity 
and togetherness that never became real—in front of this 
building that opened with the promise for sharing knowledge, 
a potentiality that never managed to take shape.
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Some of the metro stations in Bucharest still have the 
names that were given to them during the time the metro 
was built. While travelling with the metro in Bucharest, you 
can hear and use names such as Piaţa Muncii, Progresului, 
Timpuri Noi, (Labour Square, Progress Square, New Times 
Square), names that, while mechanically used, have lost their 
original significance and don’t mean anything anymore. 
Anyway, these names won’t probably last for long, have already 
started to slowly disappear, changed into names more suitable 
for the times we are living.

Rodica wore a dress in front of Timpuri Noi (New Times) 
metro station that has images of a past glorious humanity 
that never came to life hidden in its folds. These images that 
(similar to the names of the metro stations) lost most of their 
initial power and substance, are now sources of our derision 
and are used to symbolize the fakeness of a system that has to 
be completely loathed so that the new order can appear as the 
only possibility. But underneath all the layers of irony, oblivion, 
contempt and fear, these images still keep a latent power, as  
a term of comparison, as a distant hope.

Rahova is a neighbourhood in Bucharest where the 
process of gentrification is in full swing. The area, inhabited at 
present by socially, economically and ethnically marginalized 
people, is situated very close to the centre of the city, and has 
great economical potential. A highway that would facilitate 
the crossing of Bucharest from north to south within twenty 
minutes is planned cross a part of the Rahova neighbourhood. 
It would lead to eviction of inhabitants and demolition of houses 
in the area. The historical buildings (such as the Stock Market 
building and the Bragadiru Palace) are now the subject of 
“urban reconversion” which puts the present inhabitants 
of the area in an even more uncertain situation. While the 
economical value of the area rises their poverty and subjection 
to racism is ignored. Meanwhile, the Stock Market building 
is now The Ark club which, as stated on its website is “a unique 
space in Bucharest, where the supply and demand meet in the 
complementary spaces of art, marketing, communication and 
services that are in the interest of the actors from the creative 
industries.” Bragadiru Palace is, as stated on its website “the 
most exclusive location for weddings,” and it can also be rented 
for business meetings, receptions, cocktail parties, etc.

We took the photos in the small dilapidated square 
which is home to The Ark, Bragadiru Palace, an expensive 
furniture shop, the flower market where some of the poor 
inhabitants of the area earn their living and a factory closed 
down in the transition period. Victor wore the scarf featuring 
the message that capitalism relies on racism in this area where 
poverty and racial discrimination coexist with a neoliberal 
narrative of reconversion and revaluation of an urban space 
through business and mainstream culture. 
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The dress that Rodica is wearing in this photo is made 
from pieces of fabric that her father bought for her and her 
sister in the year of Rodica’s birth, 1977. He brought those 
fabrics in colourful 1970’s style from Syria, where he worked 
as an electrician in a state commissioned job. These fabrics 
are symbolic for a time that had a quality of permanence that 
is now long lost: a time when trends and taste were so slow 
that Rodica’s father imagined her wearing dresses made from 
fabrics purchased with much anticipation, during an era 
when objects lasted longer because the state economy didn’t 
depend on the consumerist urge, a time when you could be 
pensioned from the same job where you were first employed, a 
time when you could inhabit the same state owned apartment 
your whole life if you wanted so. Also, a time when any change 
of the system seemed impossible, but this hopelessness is not 
unknown to us today, even if our reasons are different.

From the top of the former state owned Printing 
Company “Banatul” in Timişoara, now a ruin, you have a 
panoramic perspective on the different layers of the city: 
the former communist housing blocks, the new bank 
headquarters and shopping malls. We chose this location—
the top of a former socialist factory, a ruin that is soon to be 
torn down—and used the background of the changing city 
for photos of this dress about the memory of a more stable and 
solid time, now when everything is uncertain.

The main cultural program of the Municipality of 
Timişoara is named Timişoara, mica Vienă (Timişoara, 
the little Vienna). The banner marking the events taking 
place under this motto seemed like a good background for 
the T-shirts Paul and Anca are wearing. The T-shirts are 
printed with advertisements from one of the Femeia (The 
Woman) magazines from 1967. The advertisements present 
perfumes, created in socialist Romania, but compared to 
famous perfumes from the consumerist, capitalist West. 
We remembered that we saw these perfume commercials 
in an old Femeia magazine after we had a discussion with 
Peter, a designer from the Netherlands. He mentioned at 
some point the purity of the objects from the communist 
times, his nostalgia for a type of object that exists only for its 
functionality, that is what it is, completely untouched by the 
deceits of the market. A familiar nostalgia for something that 
never existed.

These advertisements (one for the cultural program of 
the city of Timişoara and the others for perfumes produced a 
long time ago), albeit 50 years apart, are still very similar. They 
are built on the same kind of anxious comparison, an eager 
wish to live up to the standards of an imagined “West.” On the 
nostalgia for something that was never there.
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Anca wore this shirt on a terrace in Timişoara. A poem 
that a homeless man in Berlin recited in the Berlin subway is 
printed on the inside. We took a photo of this daily life situation, 
having coffee on a terrace on a sunny day, while bearing in 
mind the uncertainty and instability that we all share, the 
possibilities that things could go wrong, the responsibility that 
we have towards each other.

This photo is taken in front of a big shopping mall in the 
centre of Bucharest. Simina wore a coat from the collection 
in the middle of a square where every building is covered by 
commercials. This coat had been transformed from a dress 
received as aid from the “West” immediately after 1989, aid 
that implied the notion that freedom and emancipation are 
necessarily linked with capitalism, that any social struggle, 
including feminism, any need for solidarity among people is 
unnecessary anymore because being part of the consumer 
culture is the only valid goal that we can set for ourselves. On 
Simina’s coat it is written I will be a post-feminist in a post-
patriarchy!, a sign that not everything is absorbed and silenced 
in the constant roar of consumption.

This photo was taken on the staircase that leads to the 
apartment that Katha, the three of us and other colleagues 
shared for a few days in Bucharest while we all worked in an 
art project during which this collection was initiated. The 
apartment had been rented by the organizers of the project, 
with an amazing view towards the centre of Bucharest and 
with huge rooms (although with not enough beds and bed 
sheets and with a non-functioning fridge). It’s in one of the 
buildings that were inhabited by the most privileged people in 
communist times (important members of the Party, employees 
of Securitate, etc.). We invited friends to this apartment so 
that they could see the interiors of these buildings that are 
still inhabited by rich and privileged people. We decided that 
we should take a photo of Katha wearing a dress about the 
precarity of the cultural worker and the contrasts and tensions 
that are intrinsic to the condition of the cultural worker in 
neoliberal times, exactly in this unattainable space that was 
shortly available to us in an art context.
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In this photo, Mari is wearing the jacket on which we 
wrote: If all the latent discontents (whose force is scattered 
in religion, nationalism, consumerism and apathy) would 
take the form of political action… This sentence refers to 
the divided society in which we live, a society in which people 
cannot imagine a common future, a society that is oblivious 
to the fact that each right that anyone looses creates the 
condition for future disenfranchisement of larger and larger 
categories of people.

The two blue buildings in the photo, called Europe 1 
and Europe 2 and located on the outskirts of the city, are part 
of a gated community, whose construction pace was slowed 
down by the crisis and in whose close vicinity communities of 
extremely poor Roma live in cardboard and plastic shacks. This 
is a place where the lifestyle aspirations of a new middle-class 
(not so numerous and quite precarious itself in the conditions 
of the financial crisis) meet the desperate living conditions of 
the ones left at the margins of society. We chose this place as 
location for a piece that wishes to name some of the things that 
divide us.

The Alternative Library is a space in Bucharest that 
hosts publications, events, people and ideas that contribute 
to a critical analysis of society. It is at the same time an 
example for the potential of change, as long as the space is 
non-hierarchically organised and as long as it manages to 
remain autonomous and to be financially independent from 
institutional financing and thus keeping a distance from the 
usual compromises that most of the cultural institutions 
have to deal with. Ruxi, who is part of the informal group that 
initiated and that manages the space, wore at The Alternative 
Library, a space that puts hopes into practice, the skirt 
featuring quotes talking about change, solidarity, the courage 
to imagine, and possibilities to resist.
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In 2004, the Romanian government gave 5 hectares from 
Carol I Park to the Romanian Orthodox Church for the building 
of the largest church in the country, named The Church of the 
Redemption of the Nation. The Mausoleum was supposed to be 
moved to another park in the process. The use of the public space 
in such an abusive way lead to a long series of protests from the 
part of civil society and in the end the project was aborted. The 
Church of the Redemption of the Nation is planned to be built 
at another location. In a press communiqué of the Romanian 
Patriarchy it is stated at that time that the Orthodox Church 
acknowledges the importance of a monument that is shaped 
like a belfry which was built with expensive imported materials. 
The communiqué also underlines the importance of having 
a pantheon of the national heroes (http://www.revista22.ro/
catedrala-neamului-881.html ).

In 2006, the Grave of the Unknown Soldier was moved 
back to its initial location from 1923 on the esplanade of the 
Mausoleum named now The monument for the heroes of the 
Nation. At present, in the middle of the mausoleum, where the 
coffin of Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej used to be, there is a statue from 
1924, representing king Ferdinand together with goddess Nike.

Maria wore in front of this monument of shifting heroes 
the coat that has on it a poem of Subcomandante Marcos, a poem 
that refers to the hope of a common struggle, the hope of a change 
that  comes from the will of ordinary people.

The Mausoleum depicted in this photo had as its starting 
point the Grave of the Unknown Soldier that was inaugurated in 
1923 in the presence of Ferdinand, the king of Romania at the 
time. The monument was built in honour of the soldiers that 
died in WWI, at the end of which Romania regained its territories 
occupied by the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

The Military Museum, in front of which the Grave of the 
Unknown Soldier had been placed was seriously damaged in a fire 
in 1938 and later destroyed in an earthquake in 1940. In 1942, a 
new project was ordered by Marshal Ion Antonescu, the fascist 
prime minister of Romania, for a monument due to be placed in 
the present Carol I Park. This project and location, ordered by the 
fascist leader, was between 1959 and 1963 used by the communist 
government to built the present Mausoleum which at that time 
was named The Monument dedicated to the heroes in the fight 
for freedom for the people and for the country, heroes in the 
fight for socialism. It hosted the remains of several communist 
fighters and important communist political figures such as Petru 
Groza and Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej. In order for this monument 
to be built, the Grave of the Unknown Soldier was moved to 
Mărăşeşti, the site of an important victory of the Romanian Army 
in WWI.

In 1991, the remains of the communist fighters were 
removed and transferred to other cemeteries. The Grave of the 
Unknown Soldier was brought back from Mărăşeşti to the Carol 
I Park, but because the remains of Petru Groza were still in the 
Mausoleum, the Unknown Soldier was temporarily placed at the 
end of the alley that leads to the monument.
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NATO MEETING 
(after Ion Grigorescu)

Between 2–4 of April 2008, a NATO summit took place 
in Bucharest.

The attempts to react to this summit or to use it as an 
occasion to bring into a public discussion subjects as war, 
stability and peace keeping missions in the context of global 
capitalism, were the subject of intense monitoring and control 
from the part of the state. 

An atmosphere of terror was created, starting weeks 
before the summit, through different means, such as: the 
mass-media campaign that constructed an image of the 
“dangerous anarchists” that will destroy the city and our 
image of a nice, obeying country; the denial of entry at the 
border to people on the reason that they were carrying flyers 
against NATO and against violence; the harassment of the 
people involved in organizing some form of protest and also 
of their families and friends; the surveillance of phones and 
internet activity made official and legal, etc.

Different rules and regulations were especially created 
for the occasion of the summit, interfering with the everyday 
life of Bucharest. People were detained by police just for their 
looks, for carrying heavy bags with them, for walking around 
in bigger groups. 

The city of Bucharest was cleansed of everything that 
may interfere with our image of a “European” country (from 
the removal of homeless people from its streets, people who 
were forcefully sent to “shelters” in the middle of nowhere, to 
the gathering of the stray dogs that were picked up from the 
streets and kept in shelters only to be sent back to the streets 
immediately after the summit ended, and the intention to stop 
any form of resistance and protest, no matter how peaceful  
or discreet). 

Despite all these forms of intimidation and control, some 
people did organise and did find ways to state their opposition 
to war and militarization. A space was rented in Bucharest to 
facilitate discussion, workshops and screenings. 

On the 2nd of April, the first day of the summit, riot 
police entered this space. They beat up people and detained 
everybody inside without any legal basis, merely on the 
presumption that “something might happen”. Later on that 
day, they had to release everybody, as a consequence of the 
interventions of human rights groups and of people piqueting 
the police stations. 

This abusive action from the part of the police created 
the conditions in which some forms of protest became possible. 
Quiet marches were organised through the city.
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Having a constant interest in finding small, everyday, 
unpretentious strategies and models for resistance, we had 
planned to walk around Bucharest wearing clothing with 
simple, clear statements written on them, statements making 
the connection between war and violence on the one side and 
profit and capital on the other. Under the conditions in which 
to express your citizen right to the freedom of speech would 
automatically make you a “terrorist”, we wanted to carry 
out these simple, everyday actions of taking a walk, window 
shopping and making tourist photos. 

In 1975, Romanian artist Ion Grigorescu * clandestinely 
took photos in one of the so-called “spontaneous” electoral 
meetings for Nicolae Ceauşescu, meetings that were strictly 
controlled by the infiltrated members of the Securitate. 
The disturbing presence of these observers is symbolical 
for the constant surveillance that was an essential feature of 
Ceauşescu’s totalitarian regime. 

During our walk through Bucharest (and during 
the entire period of the summit and also on our way back to 
our hometown Timişoara) we were constantly observed 
by members of the secret police. They appear in the photos 
that we took of ourselves on the sunny streets of Bucharest, 
anonymous, mixed with the regular people. 

* Ion Grigorescu: Electoral meeting, March 6 1975, 28 photo-series
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One of the main critiques of Romanian communism is 
constructed entirely in relation to this constant surveillance 
and to the fact that you could not trust anybody and that all 
your moves and all your words were unceasingly observed. 
Now, when in our country any idea of the left is so righteously 
condemned as “totalitarian” and “communist” with the 
purpose to reinforce capitalism even more as the only possible 
alternative, the constant surveillance and control is still part of 
the everyday life. It is enough to state publicly your opinions, 
to try to have some sort of critical stance towards the way 
Romania is on now, and you will be subjected to the same sort 
of surveillance as before 1989, even if now we are living the 
“freedom” times of capitalism. 
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ION GRIGORESCU: 
ELECTION MEETING 

1975, selection from a series of 28 b/w photographs,  
20 × 30 cm each 

Courtesy: Ion Grigorescu
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The everyday as doubt: 
h.arta in fragments

Marina Vishmidt

A patch of fabric of a dress is adapted to be read: ‘I will be 
a post-feminist in a post-patriarchy’. The question of utopian 
time, and a landscape of activity which is neither labour nor 
consumption, figures largely, and figuratively, in the work of 
h.arta group. Their collages of gendered commodities enact 
the critical moment of their spectrum of practice, while 
the modified clothing endowed with sewn speech stands as 
the prefigurative. Here is also a disjunctive, playful contest 
between the encoded and the legible, with each (wedding 
and self-enhancement propaganda on one side, the costumes 
for a post-patriarchal future on the other) functioning 
independently, almost a change in posture rather than a de-
mystification: this is a before and an after in time, not a before 
and after in cognition. A shift in cognition is entailed, but it 
doesn’t end there.

The relation between material gesture, the invocation 
of another time and feminist politics is a vast, and a fractal 
archive. Emily Apter writes recently, ‘Kristeva discerned in the 
successor generation not only a reclamation of motherhood 
on different terms but the emergence of “aesthetic practices” 
devoted to demystifying “a community of language as a 
universal, unifying tool which totalizes and equalizes” 
(210)*.’ With h.arta’s focus on the totalizing babble of the 
advertisement, and the identitarian communities of consumer 
choice delivered to the sponsors, we see a landscape of ‘post-’: 
post-feminist but also post-socialist, one in which individual 
agency is at once hypertrophied and mediated through 
the mass atavism of property spectacle (weddings, malls), 
with a semiotics too kitsch for a society less marked by its 
untimeliness and liminality in relation to the capitalist west, 
a ‘post’-ness without horizon, saddled with rituals as much 
implanted as revived. Charting a patent continuum between 
the political speech of the Ceausescu era and the commercial 
speech of the present by means of idiom and aesthetics, h.arta 
speculate with female media imagery in a way that both recalls 
the graphic critiques of earlier feminist practices like Rosler 
or Iveković, and evokes contemporaries like the Russian 
collective Factory of Found Clothes, who similarly use textiles 
and staging to revisit fetishes of labour, gender and ‘ideological 
antiquity’ in their films and installations.

h.arta’s The Most Beautiful Day of My Life (2007–2009), 
a scripto-visual photo series takes as its title an advertising 
slogan for a wedding service business in Timişoara and looks 

* Emily Apter‚ “‘Women’s Time’ in Theory”, differences: A Journal of Feminist 
Cultural Studies, Volume 21, Number 1, 2010; pp 1–18. 

at the colonization of public and psychic space by commercial 
speech which ‘weds’ the heteronormativity of gender with the 
consumer normativity of the market. With both marriage 
and market grounded on the sacredness of private property, 
the role of the wedding is salient. The site is a local mall in 
Timişoara, Romania which has gradually absorbed many state 
offices into its territory—wedding ceremonies are not only the 
stuff of glitter-gloss ads festooning this private-cum-public 
space but are also performed in the mall. 

Here we must talk about h.arta’s collectively written 
essay-fragments as a counter-speech, without which the 
photographs would be merely ironic, that is, affirmative. The 
essays are traversed by historical and personal reflections, 
signs of a queer and de-centering politics, weaving oblique, 
affective emblems and analyses of how and what the wedding 
allows us to understand about the shape of the Romanian 
everyday. These patterns are meshed with the fantasy of female 
power and freedom that subtends her second-rate existence in 
it, a fairy-tale bride just like Romania ascending to the castle 
of EU democratic ‘normality’. The desires which this vision 
structurally excludes—other kinds of families, other notions 
of personhood, a social being pursuing solidarity rather than 
competition—would also count in its ranks the critical desire, 
the political desire, which is nothing more fancy than the 
desire to both learn how to read and how to act. How to take 
apart this complex predicated on consumption, performance 
and ‘rights’. And what politics does this taking part imply?

A critique of consumption or objectification as a 
generality, as well as a strategy in queer / feminist art making, 
has a definite history, and particular constraints. It can stop 
at outlining a polite and limited form of feminist politics, 
regardless of transgressivity of expression or the radicality of 
the trans-coding done to established patterns of identity. As 
Foucault, Wittig and Butler note, this can be a consequence of 
not questioning the fundamental basis of the critique, which 
is the ‘woman’ or the ‘queer’ (and, perhaps even more buried, 
the assumption of the ‘human’). Such approaches can lead to 
the demand for rights, recognition and equality for the female 
subject, which is simply a demand for better government, 
a more rational management, a fairer exploitation. So the 
stakes of taking this complex apart would be to dissociate it 
from the historical aporias of feminism, such as ‘equality’ and 
‘difference’, and how these can be reproduced in ‘queer theory’ 
or subjecthood, regardless of fractality of this formation.

An important lever out of this mirror-game of binaries 
is that the production of gender can come from locating 
heteronormativity in the context of production, that is, labour 
and class. This is what the The Most Beautiful Day of My Life 
does when its itinerary touches on not a moralised exposure of 
consumption—marketable human relations, triumphing over 
production, ‘real’ women and their ordeals, analogous to the 
‘real’ and ‘fictitious’ economies of much post-crash political 
critique—but on how the consumer identities are themselves 
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produced exactly (and exactingly viewed) by means of class and 
class-desire: the fantasy of escape from a miserable economic 
situation, or for one ‘beautiful day’ to lend meaning to an 
overall bleakness, a quasi-religious and as such deeply hopeless 
lesson of the endless and sundry advertising.

But if we think about the labour entailed in this 
production, as well as the labour occluded by its consumption, 
we find ourselves in the domain of the second major piece 
presented in the exhibition Everyday Fragments at Ludlow 
38 that is Inspired by life (2010–2011). Here, a type of labour 
conventionally associated with women—sewing, and its 
associated type of consumerism—fashion, is, as in Russian 
Constructivism and Futurism, transformed into the costumes 
of the woman of tomorrow, even though they have been 
made to be worn in the present. The potentiality evoked in 
these garments, sometimes literally, as in the one cited at 
the beginning of this essay, marks perhaps the clearest nexus 
between a politics based on overcoming the production of 
value and the production of gender identity alike: becoming. 
Just as the sale of labour-power is always a sale of the 
potential to labour, the registration of labour, including the 
labour of gender, in art is the imprint of a potential not to 
labour. ‘The potential for working, bought and sold like just 
another commodity, is labour not yet objectified, “labour as 
subjectivity.” Here the modified dresses entertain a different 
relationship to the text than the passages appended to the 
images of wedding publicity in The Most Beautiful Day of 
My Life. The text here projects the dresses into another and 
utopic future, rather than wrily commenting on the glorious, 
satin excision of any future not commercially minted. Here 
the clothes are intensified in the presence of text fragments, 
photo-collages, and drawings gathered from an array of travel, 
encounter, praxis and thought on how to constitute a feminist 
actuality in their work. Such a multi-modal production of 
subjectivity, re-imagines labour-power as capacity to act, and 
female identity as an opening to a history where she is Another.
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A brief history of Appropriation

Jen Kennedy and Liz Linden

Allegory, appropriation, collage, détournement, 
hijacking, plagiarism, theft, ragpicking, readymade. Modes 
of producing art that instrumentalize found materials to 
create new forms out of the old have been a hallmark of visual 
culture throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
A common theme in theories and practices of artistic avant-
gardism, innovation, and radicalism from dada and surrealism 
to the “Pictures Generation” to the work of contemporary 
artists as diverse as Sharon Hayes and Pierre Huyghe (among 
countless others), artistic strategies that cull from the pre-
existing environment have become nearly synonymous with 
ideas about art’s counter-hegemonic potentiality and its ability 
to interrogate, upend, or otherwise destabilize our relationship 
to the world around us. 

In their broadest senses, the practices enumerated 
above are all also confrontations with the past. They are 
modes of repetition with a critical distance that do work to 
the conventions of their forms through their structural and 
intellectual encounters with a pre-existing text, image, or 
idea. In other words, appropriation (and all its mutations) 
is a practical form of ideological critique based on the idea 
that there is something to be said not only about the objects 
and images that surround us in our day-to-day lives but 
also about the histories of art and art making itself. The 
complexity of appropriation as a mode of production and as a 
mode of communication, whether it is called détournement, 
plagiarism, readymade, or something else altogether, is that  
it cuts both ways. Neither the diverted object nor the resulting 
work is left unscathed. Through appropriation, we are told 
something about ourselves as we interrogate our pasts.

Indeed, most theories of appropriation and its kin—
from Benjamin to Buchloh—are underwritten by the idea 
that every object or image we encounter or make contains 
the seed of its own negation. As Guy Debord put it when he so 
famously détourned Isidore Ducasse, the grandfather of all 
appropriation artists: “Ideas improve. The meaning of words 
has a part in this improvement. Plagiarism is necessary. 
Progress implies it.” * This passage not only offers a model of 
temporality, but it is also about the malleability of language. 
Evoking the “double meaning” of which he wrote a few years 
earlier in his primer on détournement, Debord suggests that 
appropriation can be directed in a number of ways: it can be 
playful as well as ridiculing, critically constructive as well as 
deconstructive, an homage or a mockery, but it is, above all, a 
clash or encounter between old and new meanings.

* Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson Smith, (New 
York: Zone Books, 1995), 145.

At the crux of all appropriative modes of production is 
the idea that art, and the field of representations at large, is a 
terrain of activity entangled with a myriad of other activities, 
which constantly collide, cancel, amend, fix and unfix one 
another. Ideas are transformable. The relationship between an 
image or object and the receiver is reversible. Indeed, among 
the countless iterations of appropriation art that characterized 
the twentieth-century, this idea remains a nearly constant 
thread from dada, to the SI, to the “Pictures” artists and 
beyond.

Yet, as many scholars have tried to convince us, by the 
late-1970s these once radical practices had been thoroughly 
institutionalized. Of course this places the alleged end of the 
politics of appropriation at the same moment when feminism’s 
second wave emerged in full force. As is so often the case 
then, feminism creates a kink in the otherwise deceptively 
straightforward lineage between modernist montage and 
it’s contemporary reappraisals. In this continuum, the fact 
that appropriation quickly became a leitmotif of feminism’s 
heterodox visual identity and political program thus begs the 
question: What is it about appropriation that lends it so well 
to feminist programs? It appears today in utterly different 
contexts and in distinct geographical locations, that the 
practices of several otherwise unconnected emerging feminist 
artists are linked by their implicit investment in this very issue.

Many of the most enduring feminist works from the 
1960s and 70s were made in reaction to the bifurcated social 
pressures of the time, namely rampant consumerism and the 
Vietnam War. The advent of new techniques of journalism 
(including the “embedded journalism” common in the 
coverage of today’s wars), crossed with the public’s growing 
appetite for entertainment media, led to a flood of graphic 
images of war in mainstream news outlets. While these 
violent images are often credited for the rise in anti-war 
activism and counter-cultural movements in general, the 
new preponderance of photographs depicting war violence 
in mainstream news outlets led to strange convergences and 
pairings in mainstream media and “lifestyle” magazines, 
which began to inadvertently, if inevitably, display disturbing 
content from Vietnam in inadvertent diptychs with advertising 
for banal household goods in the spreads of their facing pages.

A number of feminist artists of the time took note of 
these jarring proximities and began to appropriate them 
into their work, in some cases literally pairing editorial and 
advertising elements (as in the case of Martha Rosler and Sanja 
Iveković) or in others just taking the lessons learned from 
these unholy proximities to create new pairings from other 
contemporary contexts (as in Barbara Kruger’s re-imagining 
of advertising slogans to draw out their sinister intent.) These 
materially appropriative practices led to more conceptual 
engagements with authorship and authority, extending the 
reach of appropriation into “documentary” practices such as 
Sturtevant’s virtuosic copies of painting and sculpture, Sherri 
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Levine’s photographic and sculptural take on modernist 
masters, and Louise Lawler’s unsettling photographs. These 
artists went so far as to remove the diptych / collage formula 
altogether, simply using their own authorship as the friction-
making foreground on which to re-present old works.

It is out of these traditions that h.arta group’s work 
emerges, crossing evidence of the abundant influence of 
globalized consumer-culture with the specific politics of 
post-1989 Romania. H.arta’s Inspired by life (2010–2011) 
literally sutures the contemporary to the past, as the artists 
collect, cut, reconfigure, and re-join various elements taken 
from clothing emblematic of certain moments in their local 
histories. One dress, for example, is made from a school-girl’s 
uniform from the Socialist era, then punctuated down the 
bodice with a comic strip from a 1980s state-issued magazine, 
speculating on time travel in the year 2010. The works in this 
collection simply move appropriation’s diptych operation from 
the two dimensions of print media itself onto the complicated 
canvas of the body, where these artifacts of the past can be 
literally worn into the future. Similarly, The Most Beautiful 
Day of My Life (2007–2009) is a gimlet-eyed look at the specific 
diversion of one particular shopping mall in their hometown 
of Timişoara as it offers the only secular location in the city to 
get married, contextualizing this fact in the memory of pre-
revolution Romania. For some Timişoarans, this requirement 
to be married in a shopping mall becomes emblematic of the 
larger charges that have rapidly re-made their society.

This kind if synecdochical approach to politics seems 
particularly emblematic of contemporary appropriative 
practices, which take a seemingly small detail or specific 
artifact from the environment or the artist’s own life and then 
extrapolate it into something emblematic or symptomatic of 
a larger whole. Liz Magic Laser’s recent performance I Feel 
Your pain for Performa 11 is a case in point. Taking quotes 
from various political personalities in public settings and re-
contextualizing them into mundane domestic and romantic 
scenes, these highly charged dialogs become banal and 
surprisingly malleable. We see to an unsettling extent how the 
brinksmanship and show-boating of political life has, through 
the increasing ubiquity of “entertainment” media, become a 
“natural” way of life for all of us.

If re-contextualization is the operation of appropriation, 
then these contemporary works are kindred, asking what the 
given reality would look like with a slight shift in position. 
And while these artists maintain tight control of the 
material they are conflating, there is always, additionally, a 
final related friction: that of the gallery, theater, or museum 
space where these works, for all their carefully self-conscious 
contextualization, are received.




