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We make pictures to make a landscape
that would sound in a form sensible
to you and your air of you.



EL Let me start with the simple questions: when did you know that
you wanted to be an artist, and how did it happen? How do you
conceive of the social role of the artist? And could you outline some of
the concerns of your artistic practice?

TC | like to joke that at the root of every conceptual artist, there's a
failed painter. At least, that has some truth in my case. Art-making
was an interest for as long as | can remember, though less the skilling
up than spreading out—more the promiscuity than an orthodox
submission to medium or craft. So while | made bad anime drawings
at the age of 11, | also wrote critical essays about anime for a series
of (unmentionably embarrassing) personal websites. When | taught
myself to paint at 16, | made Villeglé-like advertisements for a fictional
pop star, while simultaneously writing a diary from her perspective.
Even in college, when given the option to major in art, | preferred
to study Comparative Literature, where | could convince my “fascist
theory” professor, for example, to let me make a video manifesto about
mass-produced freezer waffles in lieu of a final essay.

Over these years, friends and family considered me an artist, but |
was an artist struggling to work within the available forms. Perhaps
this is when | began to develop an idea of the social role of the artist,
who draws lines through the world that may not be legible within the
existing discourse, but are drawn with the intent to become legible—
that tell a story about the world, which may change the way we listen.
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EL | am curious to learn more about the background of Waste
Management, which you produced last summer in Taiwan. During
the research process, you found some mass-produced art objects
made from recycled computer materials, on sale at a local technology
recycling company. You purchased two “stones” as visual references to
accompany a constellation of spoken word narrations. One of the audio
channels has a reading of Joseph Addison’s 1710 story, Adventures of
a Shilling, and the other your fiction Adventures of a Genre, in which the
narrator creates a “Parliament of Objects” and also tells a story about
the stones. Who is the narrator of your fiction? Can you say something
about the complex layers of storytelling in this work?

The stories seem to point out two circulation systems—monetary
and material. They are related: crisscrossed, but not parallel. At the
same time, you deliberately create a language gap between the
two stories, as Shilling is read in Chinese and Genre in English. An
audience member couldn’t bridge this gap unless she spoke both
languages. Why this gap, and what are you trying to delineate or
criticize through this metaphor?

TC The narrator of Adventures of a Genre is the “it-narrative,”
an obscure form of 18th Century English literature, in which
commodities and currencies describe their facture and circulation.
At the time, | was seeking to provide a corrective to object-oriented
ontology by creating a project wherein an object-protagonist’s life



is far from nonanthropocentric, but messily entangled in networks
of human value.

The “it-narrative” thus offered a formal solution, though it came
with baggage attached; as scholars argue, the genre celebrated an
emergent consumer economy, largely reliant upon the steady operation
of England’s colonies. By vesting supposed autonomy in a shilling,
which proclaims its love for “rambling” (read: circulating), an author
like Joseph Addison is boosting the capitalist cause.

Most of the protagonists of “it-narratives” are now obsolete—
as is the genre. So in addition to translating Adventures of a Shilling
into Chinese, | decided to write a story from the perspective of the
genre, meditating on its checkered history and imagining how it could
give an account of the present age. This story follows a sand grain
becoming a series of CRT monitors and—with the introduction of LCD
technology—electronic waste.

At the end of Joseph Addison’s story, the shilling is melted down
to make an undescribed artwork, which it assures is of a value that
far surpasses its existing one. At the end of Adventures of a Genre, the
sand grain becomes part of an imitation scholar stone—one of many
Chinese art-objects made by a Taiwanese e-waste recycling company.
Ostensibly, the protagonists’ stories end here, when their aesthetic
“uselessness” confers a higher value. Yet as we know, these art-
objects will go on to make their own routes through the world, and
their ultimate value is anything but certain.
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As far as the audio narration, it's important to note that a single
person (Freya Chou) reads both the story in Chinese and the one in
English. My hope is that any listener may consider the following: how
the neoliberal myth of frictionless circulation belies geopolitical divides
(language included), and also how the voice under capitalism can
circulate like any other good or service.

EL In your recent projects, there seems to be an anxiety in rethinking
how technology builds and defines contemporary space—bhoth in the
material and virtual worlds. In I'm that angel, you employ writing (the
book as concrete object) and performance in site-specific settings
(the data centers of “the cloud”). In Waste Management, you choose
audio narration to accompany found objects that carry stories of their
complex economic circulation and recycling. Can you say something
about your initial interest or curiosity in these subjects, and your
sensitivity to form of representation?

TC “Anxiety” is the operative word in /'m that angel, as the protagonist
suffers from not understanding the nature of "the cloud"—and thus his
role within it. We commonly describe the stultifying effects of anxiety:
doubt, worry, the onset of paralysis. Yet in my book, anxiety is the motor
that winds the character up, spins him around, and thereby confirms
that for all of his online perambulations, he also holds a place and a
body in the world.
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Thumbprints and Other Takeaways (detail)

R - BHABRERRES - &7 Tyler Coburn & Salvador Dalf
CIRENEE A EF X ) + 1960 - 2010 Thumbprints and Other Takeaways, 1960 - 2010
FRBHOEDMRIEL - A8 - RPIEZLES - Signed etching paper, sucking stones, Camembert,
XA - B etching copper, pedestals. Dimensions variable
KBS 44 Elizabeth Dee Installation view: Elizabeth Dee, New York

While many of my projects seek to address the lived, material
conditions of emergent technology, they neither romanticize immanence
nor suggest the physical world to be the primary (or only) field of critical
struggle. Their operations, if anything, follow a strategy first theorized
by the Russian formalist Viktor Shklovskii: they “defamiliarize” the
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metaphors and conventions that encircle contemporary virtual life.
“[Alrt exists that one may recover the sensation of life,” Shklovskii writes
in his 1917 essay, “Art as Technique.” “[I]t exists to make one feel things,
to make the stone stony.”

I'm that angel thus demystifies “the cloud” through data center
readings, which call attention to the phenomenological and geopolitical
conditions of the Internet. It also re-sites online vernacular writing in an
older information storage container, drawing contemporary language into
conversation with literary and diaristic precedents.

Waste Management, quite obviously, comprises “stones,” which come
into being through a similar series of defamiliarizing operations. The
circuits of technological production and disposal have yielded strange,
aesthetic byproducts, the very exceptionalism of which may help in
illuminating the norm. These stony stones, in other words, are narrative
conclusions. My work, as an artist, is to tell their stories in reverse.

EL | like this description of telling their stories in reverse “to make the
stone stony.” | want to borrow Duchamp's term, “mirrorical return,” [ to
think through the discursive sites you construct in your works. Instead
of taking these stones as narrative conclusions, | actually think they
serve more as narrative turns. You superimpose a second narrative
space on their primary one by, for example, writing fictional stories for
audio presentation in Waste Management. With your own reconfigured
mirror, you create a space to reflect and render a conceptual relationship
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between art and non-art. As viewers, we are provided clues about this
relationship: a readymade, a historical reference, or something else. In
Waste Management, it is a set of stones; in Seven Portraits on a Correalist
Rocker, the rocker; and in Thumbprints & Other Takeaways, the signatures.
These are slippery elements that travel through time and mirror a
situation from both ends. Would you consider such operations to be your
main aesthetic vehicles? How do the dynamics within these operations
inform your understanding of discursive space?

Since | mentioned the word mirror, it is hard for me to avoid the
psychoanalytic association. You seem to project an anxiety or desire
onto the historical references and materials that circulate in your
projects. How do you usually decide what references and materials to
re(en)act, like Dali's signature and Friedrich Kiesler's chair? Why do you
include other people’s work in your own? What kind of buttons do they
push, on a personal level? And why do you choose to be so transparent
with your art history references?

TC | think you're right to suggest that a narrative turn may be a better
frame, as history is nat done with my source material, and there may yet
be more turns to take. And the way you've connected Waste Management
to some of my earlier projects (before my recent preoccupations with
technology) reminds that narrative is my way of straddling the threshold
of the contemporary. I'm not an historian, an archaeologist, or a
theoretician, nor would | claim to bring their disciplinary rigor to my
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research. Narrative, to my mind, suggests a method that is not premised
on professional expertise, but, at its minimum, requires a speaking
subject or subjects. Moreover, narration is social in its ideal form: it has
a conversation with past and present, intended for a public audience.

There are many types of narrative forms, of course, and it is
interesting to think of the “mirrorical” as one. I've come to understand
that term with reference to Duchamp’s eponymous 1964 engraving,
where the “return” is that of the Fountain, which the artist describes
as “an original revolutionary faucet.” Edward D. Powers gives a helpful
reading of this engraving, interpreting the urinal and faucet not as
analogous objects, but “alternate manifestations of the self-same
object.” 2 I'm riffing here, but it makes me think of how Deleuze takes
up Leibniz's nation of incompossibility—particularly in Cinema 2: The
Time-Image. The many divergent and dissonant paths for the world, he
writes, are not foreclosed by the path taken, but continue to belong to
the warld. Translating this back to my practice, | suppose you could say
that | mine the alternate and incompossible within topics that, in some
cases, seem fairly settled in the historical record.

Now, | generally choose these topics for what they might bring to
bear on the contemporary. Often, they emerge out of my engagement
with dominant discourses and seek to supplement—or critique—
what's being said and left unsaid.

Seven Portraits, for example, emerged at a time when | was working
for a commercial gallery and meditating on the figure of the dealer,
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whose gallery often takes her name—and whose “stable” of artists, in
a fashion, comprise her ego’s very parts. In training a less celebratory
light on this figure, | culled a series of stories about Peggy Guggenheim,
who famously solicited her creator friends to render portraits of her in
film, photography, music and painting. These | performed on a replica
of a chair she commissioned Kiesler to make, and the object came
to simultaneously operate as her surrogate and my storyteller's seat.
The dealer, in short, was the topical and critical center of this artwork,
represented through seven accounts.

I'm running long, so will only note that the Dali piece—like the
Guggenheim—was one in a number of projects that | made from 2008-
2010, which dialogued with cultural practitioners. Part of me sees this
waork as reflecting my relative immaturity as an artist: learning about
various cultural histories (and forming affinities) by making work in
relation to them. That said, | don't see these conversations stopping
anytime soon, so perhaps maturity has nothing to do with it.

EL To interrogate representation is also to interrogate the institution of
contemporary art. | wonder if your approach—especially the frequency
of printed matter and performance—attempts to loosen a fixed relation
with the audience, thereby creating a more tangible and critical
position to reflect on the issues you raise—particularly those that hint
at institutional critique. How would you describe the temporality of
your works, and the spacetime you wish to share with your audience?
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TC In general, my projects begin as research without premeditated
formal outcomes. Well, to be honest, most of them are actually the
byproducts of halted research. /'m that angel, for example, was first
intended as a theoretical essay on The Experience Economy, and when |
sat down to write it, a mad, scatological rant came out instead!

That being said, while my projects take different shapes (from a
series of psychedelic posters to a radio campaign), there are certain
common threads -- a sensitivity to a given institution or site, as you
imply, is certainly one. | thus draw a lot of meaning from Miwon
Kwon's and James Meyer's respective theorizations of the “discursive”
and “functional site,” in conceiving scenarios in which a public may
be asked to both physically and discursively negotiate what's at
hand. So while inhabiting a data center, on one level, may recall
historical forms of site-specificity, the data center’s operation within a
distributed network of cloud infrastructure also lends to a discussion
of the network at large. My interest in physical site, in other words, is
motivated towards broader discursive considerations, and the frequent
use of spoken performance, storytelling and conversation are means to
formalize these considerations within my work.

EL On your website, | found out that you interviewed Tsai Ming-Liang in
2003. Ten years later, you took a residency in Taipei. Well, share some
stories or thoughts, fantasies or influences in relation to Tsai's films, his
images of Taipei...the repressed erotic desires in the urban landscape? laughs!
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TC Ha! Candidly, | think interviewing Tsai in 2003 was a large part
of the reason that | got the residency in the first place, so I'm grateful
to him! | first saw Tsai's films in high school, when | was still in the
closet -- and when "repressed erotic desires" were an active part of my
daily life. I've found it hard to return to them since then, as they are so
strongly associated with a period of my life that feels remote (and that
I'd prefer not to remember too often).

Still, there are things that linger. | wrote my college thesis on
phenomenology and cinema, for example, drawing great influence from
the protracted time and space in Tsai's cinematography. Back then,
| imagined that these phenomenological conditions had an ethical
valence, in allowing a great amount of experiential and interpretive room
for the viewer. | hoped to establish a similar ethical relation to my own
audience, even if my artworks of the time were fumbling and fanboyish.

You proposed that my recent work attempts to loosen “a fixed
relation” to an audience. | agree. For me, this is one way that those
ethical concerns continue to this day.

1. Derives from Duchamp'’s notes in the Green Box, the term ‘mirrorical return’ described elements
that were to have travelled ‘mirrorically’ from one part of the composition to another.

2. Edward D. Powers, “Fasten your Seatbelts as we Prepare for our Nude Descending,” in tout-fait:
The Marcel Duchamp Online Studies Journal. Vol. 2, Issue 5, April 2003.
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Tyler Coburn is an artist and writer based in New York
www.tylercoburn.com
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Esther Lu is a curator based in Taipei
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