An Annotated Concept Union Bibliography

What follows here is a documentation of what I was reading to guide and inspire me while the SkunkWorks idea (my early codename for what later became the Concept Union) was bouncing around in my head, and a few things I’ve read during or since it’s fruition.  Throughout the process I read a lot of things I didn’t agree with, so inclusion here is not necessarily a blanket endorsement.  Rather, these pieces are part of  the cooking.  Some of them, like bay leaves, added flavor but should not be consumed with the meal.

AdBusters Magazine (Produced by the Media Foundation in Vancouver, BC)

Probably the most presentable example today of situationist philosophy put into practice.  Basically a scholarly journal of detournment.  The periodical suffers a bit from ideological myopia, the hubris of many lefty rags.  It has some sketchy moments (one issue applauds Critical Mass riders on one page and Iranian Islamocentrist cultural reactionaries on another), and one at times questions if their bleeding heart is really in the right place.  To twist an old saw, bed-wetters make strange bedfellows.

Bass, Thomas – “Being Nicholas.” Wired, November 1995, pp 146 – 148, 200 –210.

An extended interview with the founder of MIT’s MediaLab.  Read during my “read everything possible about the MediaLab” phase.  This article helped fill in what had been blown away by the “Guru of Cyberspace” article below.  Is good background for grokking the gestalt of the MediaLab.

Black, Bob – Beneath the Underground.  Feral House, Portland 1994.

A book for those of us who had an odd twinge a decade ago when Camelot and Turtles suddenly recognized “alternative” as a musical genre. Working from the premise that most “subculture” today is really corporate culture in drag, Black pursues - through a dense barrage of incredibly literate and funny essays (with titles like “Left Bankruptcy” and “Let the Quips Fall Where They May”) – the purveyors of a true marginal culture.  Hilarious and eye-opening.  A good read for anybody who can’t figure out why Creative Loafing never mentions the Concept Union.

Breton, Andre – “First Manifesto of Surrealism.” From Manifestoes of Surrealism, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor 1969.

Like a lot of art movements, the surrealists ended up being way too prescriptive in their organization, and demanded doctrinal adherence to the detriment of anything interesting they were doing.  However, Breton’s first manifesto escapes from the shadow of this by virtue of coming early in the game. Contains a brilliant surrealist poem.  Skim the rest of the book, plunder anything useful (that’s what I did).

Bridges, William – “The End of the Job.” Fortune, September 19, 1994, pp 62 – 74.

An article inspired by Jeremy Rifkin’s The End of Work, this piece draws some pretty stark conclusions from the downsizing spree companies have been on for the last decade.  The deeper questions that it doesn’t address (but that it made me think about) were “How do people define themselves in their communities?” and “How do we re-define productive efforts in the information age?”  For me, this article was a match in a fireworks factory.

Cage, John – 26 Statements re: Duchamp
Dault, David – The Skunk Book.  Unpublished manuscript.

The Boorum & Pease  composition book I carried around jotting notes, quotations, and pictures in while I was fleshing out the SkunkWorks idea.  The closest thing to a business plan I had.  

DuChamp, Marcel – The Creative Act. Sub Rosa Records, Brussels 1994.

His Master’s Voice.  A collection of audio recordings of DuChamp expounding on what it means to be an artist within a historical milieu.  Interesting not only for what the man says but also for the tone in which he says it:  DuChamp is much more relaxed than radical throughout, which makes this really fun to listen to.

Fugard, Althol and Jon Robin Baitz – “On South Africa and Hope.  A Dialogue with Playwrights.” From The New York Times, December 10, 1995

Speaks to many subjects, including the interdependence of artist and viewer, and the human need for meaning.  In the midst of  the theater (world) of cruelty, Fugard believes that the human impulse is to make connections and build bridges over the pain.  Very inspiring.

Hapgood, Susan – Neo-Dada: Redefining Art 1958 – 62.  American Federation of Art, New York 1994.

A catalogue volume examining fluxus and proto-fluxus pieces and art events.  Several good essays and a good general history of the milieu.  

Jameson, Frederick – Postmodernism or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Duke UP, Durham 1993.

While this is a high-powered scholarly work, it’s also funny as Hell.  Jameson has a whimsy with which he approaches esoteric concepts and theories that pays homage to both Groucho and Karl Marx.  What I love is that while he documents things that are genuinely bizarre (the Gehry House, for example), he lends them an absolute academic credibility.  Wonderful book.

Jenkins, Janet – In the Spirit of Fluxus. Walker Art Center, Minneapolis 1993.

The companion volume to the retrospective show the Walker put together in the early ‘90’s.  An excellent history and collection of essays examining the many facets of the fluxus project.  The introduction, which documents Paik’s performance of Zen for Head, totally opened my eyes to what art could be.  The questions it raises have an eerie echo in the Dave Thomas interview by Greil Marcus (the argument that true art is gnostic, and what we see as it’s “products” are mere debris).  The fluxus movement was the chief inspiration for the skunk book, and definitely pushed us to emphasize the performance and interactive aspects of the project.  It was also one of the key ingredients of the early Theodor Adorno Jazz Quartet (the idea of well-dressed men doing absurd things being liberaly stolen from George Maciunas et al.).  Thanks to Kay for buying the book. Without it there would be no concept union.  Period.

Kellein, Thomas – Fluxus.  Thames and Hudson, New York 1995

Mostly a catalogue of flux-objects and related items.  Not much text, but it gives the reader a thorough feel for the vast array of flux-inspired art.

Kelly, Kevin – “Brian Eno: Gossip is Philosophy.”  Wired, May 1995, pp 146 – 151, 204 – 209.

Eno is insufferably smug throughout, and  is dismissive of art at every turn. But he still manages to raise some good points about the commingling of technology and culture.  I recommend the article, but definitely with a grain of salt. Remember, this is the man who helped bring us both Remain in Light by Talking Heads (which speaks in his favor) and the U2/Negativland debacle (which doesn’t).

Knabb, Ken – Situationist International Anthology.  Bureau of Public Secrets, Berkeley 1989.

The situationists had really crazy ideas about urban spaces and architecture.  They also articulated a really incredible concept called detournment, in which pieces of mass culture are subverted and recombined into new art and/or missiles of anarchy.  The concept has been very influential on groups like Negativland and Adbusters, and is one of the key tools of culture jamming.  Unfortunately, like the surrealists, Guy Debord and the other situationist heavies acquired a taste for autocracy and much of this book makes me wince.  There are more excommunications here than the Spanish Inquisition.  Some of the essays are very worthwhile, though, even though this volume downplays the art for the politics at every chance.

Leutwyler, Kristen – “The Guru of Cyberspace.”  Scientific American September 1995, pp 50 – 52.

This article was probably the seed crystal of the Skunkworks idea as a location, opposed to a string of events.  I had never before heard of the MIT MediaLab or what they did there, and learning  about it turned my brain inside out with regard to the possibilities that occur when you get a bunch of creative people together.  It was Negroponte’s attitude of openness to technology coupled with his firm grasp of the humanness of the process that wooed me.  I saw the future through this article.

Levy, Steven – Insanely Great: The Life and Times of Macintosh, the Computer that Changed Everything.  Penguin Books, New York 1994.

Important less for the history of the machine than for the Gemeinshaaft which produced it.  Mac tapped an important radical vein in that it subliminally insisted that everyone can manifest  an inherent creative potential if given the means.  Another stirring testimony to how the world can be moved if you get enough super-talented people in one place working in a common direction.

Marcus, Greil – “Interview with David Thomas.”  World Art Magazine. (I don’t know the date)

You’ll really have to ask Alec why Pere Ubu (and Thomas, the man who founded it) is so vastly important to the dying embers of the twentieth century. Just suffice to say that it is (and he is) - if for no other reason than the man had the audacity to play the best concert I had ever seen (Pere Ubu in ’93 at the Masquerade) while playing an accordion and banging a cold chisel.  (Four years later he bested that show (this time with the Two Pale Boys at the Cotton Club) while playing an accordion and wearing a plastic apron.  Do you hear me, surfer girl?)  This article only hints at the deep underlying edifice where folk art meets the avant garde that Thomas has been building for twenty years. 

McDaniel, Jeffrey – “Four Poems.”  Cups Issue # 82, July 1997, p 27.

This man is absolutely insane.

Morely, Barry – Beyond Consensus – Salvaging the Sense of the Meeting.  Pendle Hill, Philadelphia 1993.

A model for the group process which I attempt to implement in our decision making.  Part radical democracy, part Quaker mysticism.  Also has good stuff to say about the vision thing.

Negativland (Mark Hossler et al) – Fair Use: the Story of the Letter U and the Numeral 2. Seeland, Concord 1995.

An intense record of the band’s ongoing legal battles with Island records that draws into question the limits of copyright law and artistic expression.  Informative and very, very funny.  Makes you think and will definitely make you mad.  These guys are the quintessential media- and culture-hackers, and they are fanatically dedicated to their cause.  Plus, they make great music (and, unfortunately, get sued for it).

Negroponte, Nicholas – Being Digital.
See “Being Nicholas,” above.

Phillips, Todd – “An Interview with Fugazi.”  From a 1996 issue of Album 88 Magazine, pp 4-6, 23.

Amazingly articulate and literate for a punk rock band, the interview is a capsule lesson in anti-commercial ethics  and “beneath the underground” success.  These cats are totally solid, and it’s fun to watch them run rings around the dork interviewing them.  Phillips just doesn’t get it.  Luckily, Fugazi does.  The values here are very applicable to the situation in Atlanta artscenes in the late ‘90’s.

Pijnappel, John, ed. – Fluxus Today and Yesterday – Art and Design Profile #28, 1993

Provides an excellent counterpoint to the Fluxus Retrospective put together by the Walker Art Center.  Includes interviews with many key flux artists and contemporaries, including Nam June Paik, Jackson Mac Low and John Cage.  A good resource for exploring fluxus. 

Roberts, Paul – “Electronic Ethics.” Aldus Magazine, June 1993, pp 15 – 18.

Just to give you an idea of what Negativland is fighting against.  The author and interviewees take it as a foregone conclusion that current intellectual property disputes are the equivalent of petty larceny cases, with denial of any deeper philosophical ramifications.  I vehemently disagree, but this article definitely helps frame the issues.

Savage, Jon – England’s Dreaming:  Anarchy, Sex Pistols, Punk Rock and Beyond.  St. Martin’s, New York 1992.

All the really cool art movements have a sort of samizdat bootstrapping feel to them, with people coming along long after to tie the pieces together.  Punk is the best documented of this lot, with cross links to the situationists, the lettrists, and the underground publishers of the late ‘60’s. Or not (depending on who you ask).  Savage’s book is just one version of the story but it’s chock full of info and very readable.  

Winter, Barbara J. – Making a Living Without a Job.  Bantam, New York 1993.

The title says it all.  Provides great insights into turning your passion into an income source.  A lot of  “out of the box” ideas.

Wolf, Gary – “The Wisdom of St. Marshall, the Holy Fool.” Wired, January 1996 pp 122 – 125, 182 – 186.

As good an overview of the thought of Marshall McLuhan you will find without actually going to a used bookstore to find a copy of The Medium is the Massage.  Thought provoking and well presented.  There is also a mock “interview” with the long – dead McLuhan in the same issue.

Wulf, Steve – “Mike, and the New Golden Age of Sport.” An essay in Time Magazine, sometime in September of 1997.

Indulge me. There is a grand metaphor divinely embodied in Michael Jordan.  While his level of proficiency at sports may well classify him as an artist, I am more concerned with his utter refusal to quit, and with his ability to rally a team and inspire those around him to perform at their best.  Jordan is the Thomas Edison of mass media icons.  There is a formula here to be modeled.

