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In Das Kapital, Karl Marx makes the 

distinction between use-value and 

other, more abstract kinds of value, 

including exchange and labor value.1 

Indeed, use-value is only one 

particular form of value. Something 

need not have use-value to have 

exchange value, and vice versa. Art 

is often seen as having no use-value 

whatsoever, despite typically having 

an exorbitant amount of commodity 

value. Then what does one do with art 

when it specifically challenges its own 

usefulness, incorporating 

materials from the so-called 

“useful” world?  This question has 

been frequently raised in art history by 

Cubist collages, Dada and neo-Dada 

assemblages, postminimalist 

sculpture, and continues to be as 

persistent as ever. The artists in this 

exhibition enter this dialogue in their 

own unique ways, complicating the 

issue through the themes of labor, 

reclamation, and social critique. 

1 Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, 

Serge L. Livitsky. Das Kapital:A Critique of 

Political Economy vol. I. Washington D.C.: 

Regnery Publishing, 2000. p. 5.

However, perhaps the most prescient 

issue they tackle is mediation’s role in 

how we defining value and usefulness. 

It is only through the distance of me-

diation that we can ask ourselves what 

these terms mean and how they apply 

to contemporary art. It is through the 

mediation of an object’s “art” status 

that the useful is redefined. 

- Greg Stuart

Construction, 
        De-construction, 
                    Reconstruction
I have been thinking about the cycles 

that dominate human existence, how 

things are established and used, or 

utilized, and how patterns and repeti-

tion begin. I wonder how change hap-

pens, and how something has to move 

through a cycle of being. There comes 

a time when things must diminish in 

order to make room for a new possibil-

ity of being. This exhibition features 

works investigating and questioning 

the notion of usefulness/uselessness 

within the context of this cycle.

- Cecilia L. Vargas, Curator

Use Value and Access in Contemporary Art

Usefulness
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In Georgia Wall’s piece, Useless act: 

sending a letter to a stranger. Useful 

act: sending a letter to a stranger, she 

initiates comunication with strangers 

and aquaintances about the 

definition of useful/useless acts. 

She uses rearranged survey responses 

as the message delivered via type-

written letters, and invites continued 

interaction through a website. In 

reflecting on answers that range from 

absurd to banal, one questions how 

we define these terms.

Several of the works in this exhibition 

deal directly with the altered state of 

a useful object when it is transformed 

into a work of art. Chris Bradley’s 

part-readymade, part-kinetic sculp-

ture, SCREECH, is one such example. 

What was once a windshield and wiper 

blade, removed from its original struc-

ture and function, is transformed into 

an independent useless form within 

the context of an art space.

Usefulness
Construction, De-construction, Reconstruction



Christopher Bradley, SCREECH, 

2009, windshield, windshield wiper 

system, steel, hardware, 

power supply, ratchet strap,

48” x 64” x 18”.

www.chrisbradley.org

Georgia Wall, Useless act: sending a 

letter to a stranger. Useful act: sending 

a letter to a stranger,

2010, typewriter, desk, chair, 100 

letters,  

dimensions variable.

www.georgiawall.com

www.usefuluseless.org



Similarly, in Scott Carter’s Critical Con-

sumption, paper cups are removed 

from their natural environment of the 

work site water cooler to take on new 

meaning as their formal aspects are 

emphasized in their inclusion in the 

gallery space as the parts of a 

topographic sculptural installation 

artwork. Cone shaped drinking cups 

are typically used to consume water 

and immediately discarded as 

garbage. Carter’s piece asks us to 

think about the precious materials 

of the water and paper, their origins, 

use, and resulting waste. Ultimately, 

he challenges us to consider our role 

within the process, and how our 

actions can be more useful.

In A New Arrangement (Oblique 

Melody), Allison Wade arranges the 

rigid forms of numerous tiny pencils 

into an organic, wall-mounted design. 

The resulting pencil drawing com-

pletely side steps the traditional usage 

of the tool, and Wade both identifies 

and utilizes an alternative method of 

use. The tools of a draftsperson are 

formally investigated as the subject for 

the work itself.

Initial use of things creates 

particular trajectories. Carter, Wade 

and Brookhart Jonquil establish 

patterns of repetition. Their construc-

tions evolve from accumulated mate-

rial objects and the ‘use trajectories’ 

are shifted.  



Scott Carter, Critical Consumption, 

2010, paper cups, water dispensers,

dimensions variable.

www.scottacarter.com

Allison Wade, A New Arrangement 

(Oblique Melody), 

2010, golf pencils, adhesive,

85” x 105”.

www.allisonwade.com



Brookhart Jonquil, On the Einstein Podolsky 

Rosen Paradox, 

2009, six photocopied pages on A4 paper 

(crumpled), aluminum, formica,

12” x 48” x 4”.

www.brookhartjonquil.com



Ben Stagl, Folded Memory, 

2010, wallpaper, thread,  

hollow cored door,

13’ x 10’ x 10’.

www.benstagl.com

While the previous examples present 

relatively useful objects in an art con-

text, with little to no alteration, other 

works in the exhibition deal with the 

implications of changing an object’s 

use value. Ben Stagl’s site-specific 

installation, Folded Memory, elegantly 

defies gravity through intricately 

folded and draped wallpaper, which 

simultaneosly examines notions of 

space and architecture: interior and 

exterior, deomestic privacy and public 

display. Stagl actively pursues 

theoretical and philisophical questions 

about seperatism, relativism, poten-

tially realized, and latent subjectivity.

Brookhart Jonquil’s work, On the 

Einstein Podolsky Rosen Paradox,  

confounds our sense of time and 

space, working off the assumption that 

crumpling a piece of paper is a 

singular act, performed in a 

specific time and a particular space. By 

presenting six mimetically crumpled 

papers (Bell’s Theorum whose content 

is inaccessible to us and seem like 

remnants of cast off ideas), one is led 

to question the evidence, and wonder 

if the same action is happening in 

different spaces, repetitively, 

simultaneously or somehow 

entangled.



Alison Wade’s installation piece, titled 

Last Leg, incorporates recycled and 

epehmereal materials such as 

cardboard and t-shirts, and sews them 

together to create unwieldy, organic 

forms balancing precariously against 

the space’s walls. These otherwise 

banal materials combine in curious, 

surprising and even precious ways 

through the process of sewing, 

twisting and tacking. Clothes are 

worn, and later discarded when seen 

as out of style, out of shape, or 

deteriorating. Even in their de-

constructed state the cotton-Ts hold 

the memory of the form they once 

covered, as well as the experiences 

lived in them. 

Wade engages in reconstruction with 

de-constructed materials, while Sean 

Ward presents a compact assemblage 

of constructed objects. In the untitled 

installation referred to as (objects ar-

ranged near wall with video of them in 

use), Sean Ward combines handmade 

furniture with painting and video. 

The furniture has none of its original 

use-value when stacked together as 

a sculptural assemblage; however, in 

the accompanying video, the furni-

ture pieces stand alone as functional 

objects. None the less, due to the 

distance created by the furniture’s 

mediation through film, we are denied 

access to these objects’ use-value in 

their actual configuration.



Sean Ward, (objects arranged near 

wall with video of them in use), 

2009, mixed media,

4’ x 3.5’ x 1.5’. 

www.seantward.tumblr.com

 

Allison Wade,

Last Leg,

2010, cardboard, clothing, wood, 

rexlace, ribbon, yarn, fiberfill, 

thumbtacks,

9’ x 9’ x 7.5’.

www.allisonwade.com



Scott Jarrett, (untitled) mattresses, 

2009, photograph,

30” x 36”.

www.scottjarrett.org



Scott Jarrett, (untitled) chair, 

2009, photograph,

30” x 36”.

www.scottjarrett.org



In Demo, Jesse Butcher tackles the 

problems of mediation and access 

through filmed performance. We 

encounter Butcher spray-painting 

“Punk is Dad” on the blank face of a 

wall separating the space. He soon 

proceeds to literally tear down the wall 

with his hands. In doing so, he is 

rallying against what is otherwise a 

banal, functional object whose use-

value is to separate rooms in a space. 

Walls symbolically functions as 

a barrier—a meaning that Butcher 

channels in this piece, albeit 

somewhat playfully given the absurdist 

pun on “Punk is Dead/Punk is Dad.” 

By tearing down the wall, Butcher is 

removing the only obstacle that pre-

vents the viewer from gaining access 

to an otherwise inaccessible space. 

Yet, access is hindered again through 

mediation as a result of the medium of 

film. Butcher’s act has no witness—all 

that exists is the documentation of the 

event. This lack of audience calls into 

question the very point of engaging in 

such a destructive act. With no one to 

benefit from the removal of this wall, 

the demolition has no practical value 

or use.

Scott Jarrett scouts undervalued sites 

and proceeds to create delicately 

balanced sculptures from found 

materials and finally photographs 

the finished work. The material these 

sculptures are made out of once had 

use-value: a car tire, a mattress, 

a soccer ball, etc.; however, they have 

been discarded—thereby losing their 

worth as both commodity and 

functional object. Jarrett reanimates 

them with a new spark of life, 

returning them to a state of value once 

more. Once finished, the artworks 

remain in their habitat, subject to the 

forces of chance (both human and 

natural). The objects and sites 

photographed are not accessible to 

us. Unless we were to stumble upon 

them they are only available to us 

through photographic documenta-

tion. We are sheltered from these 

ramshackle locations and any dangers 

to our well-being or olfactory senses 

that intimate contact with the objects 

might necessarily entail. And yet, we 

are captivated by the spontaneous 

and effortless quality of their 

production and we look at these 

otherwise banal settings with new 

appreciation.



Benjamin Lipkin, Away from home, 

2009, ink jet on recycled grocery bags,

38” x 50”

www.epigone.org

Jesse Butcher, Demo, 

2009, single channel video,

dimensions variable.

www.jessebutcher.com

Benjamin Lipkin, Drains,

2009, graphite, pigment, mus-

lin,

28” x 28”

www.epigone.org



Anthony Creeden, Encroachment III, 

2009, conduit pipe, sheet metal, paint, 

hardware,

10’ x 8’.

www.anthonycreeden.com



Benjamin Lipkin’s Drains are images of 

useful objects: the entrance into the 

system, where we wash away all that 

is undesirable. Lipkin presents a series 

of graphite prints of various types of 

drains, so magnified that the scale 

shifts from recognizable sink drain to 

the size of a man hole cover, (yet 

another entrance into the waste 

system). These prints not only engage 

in dialog with Carter’s water cups 

and Bradley’s windshield wipers, but 

also Wade’s pencil installation. Here 

Lipkin’s pieces are constructed from 

graphite (in essence drawings), yet 

they have been created without the 

use of a graphite pencil.

Away from home, another series of 

Lipkin’s work, presents densly layered 

images of homes printed on decon-

structed paper grocery bags. These 

pieces resonate with the current 

economic crisis, the loss of people’s 

houses, and the destablization of 

the security typically associated with 

‘home’. Lipkin’s reconstucted 

printing surface is a site of reflection, 

but it is neither a site of dwelling, nor 

a container to hold sustenance. Here 

its only use is recognition and 

reflection.

The problems inherent in mediation 

and access are further elucidated in 

the space of the exhibition. Rather 

than existing in the traditional “white 

cube” art space, the main location for 

the exhibition is in a street level space 

lined with windows on the corner of 

Monroe and Wabash Avenues in the 

downtown area of Chicago, Illinois. 

Furthermore, the space is separated 

into two locations. The secondary 

space is the front entrance of the 

MacLean Center. As such, it is 

impossible to view this exhibition all at 

once—rather it must be seen in 

fragments. In addition, the main space 

on the corner of Monroe Street and 

Wabash Street is unreachable, 

meaning that the objects are only 

viewable from a distance through 

glass. The space functions as many 

of the works in the exhibition do by 

removing the viewer from the actual 

site of use-value. This physically 

inaccessible setting further draws 

attention to the distance these works 

have to their construction materials, 

which would otherwise have use-value, 

but are denied by a second mediation 

of the space itself.



Conversely, the entrance of the 

MacLean Center would seem to allow 

more access than a traditional gallery 

space. It does not function as a normal 

gallery, where experience of the works 

of art are mediated by the codes of in-

teraction and introspection prescribed 

by a gallery setting. In theory, this 

space should allow for an unmediated 

dialogue with the works, since one 

does not expect to have an encounter 

with art in it. Therefore, it is a very 

suitable location for Anthony 

Creeden’s work, entitled, Encroach-

ment III. Dummy electrical conduits 

are displayed in an area that is sur-

rounded by the actual physical plant 

of the building, confusing the real and 

the simulacrum. What should have 

use-value as utilitarian sets of objects 

are once again robbed of their 

purpose through their role as art 

objects.

The common thread linking all these 

works is a constant focus on the 

materiality of the materials that make 

up their construction. The fact that so 

many of these works—even if they are 

somehow manipulated— 

are recognizable as being made of

recycled common substances, further 

exemplifies this theme. The labor 

involved in their transformations into 

art objects ensures their original use-

values are forever lost. Through the 

mediation of art, through the act of 

looking—rather than the act of using—

we are denied access to the works, 

ultimately challenging the viewer’s 

relationship to these everyday objects.

 

Catalog text written by Greg Stuart 

and Cecilia L. Vargas.

This is the 3rd edition and it is selfpub-

lished by the participants.

The 2nd edition was partially published 

by the Office of Exhibition Practices and 

partically self -published by the partici-

pants, and it reflects the exhibition exten-

sion from 2/26–3/28/2010.

The 1st edition was published by the Of-

fice of Exhibiiton Practices, SAIC.
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of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MFA, Printmedia, 
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Ben Stagl- BFA, Studio Art, Oregon State 

University, MFA, Sculpture, SAIC, 2011. 

Allison Wade- BA, English, Stanford 

University, 1995, Post-baccalaureate 

Certificate, Studio Art, Maryland Institute 
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2011.

Georgia Wall-  BFA, Visual Art and Dance, 
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his support and guidance.
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