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PREFACE: THE RAGMAN'S GRANDDAUGHTER

Any old iron? Any old iron? Any, any old iron?1

 

There is an element of embodied history in this exploration of junk, art and politics. Growing up in the 1950s and 1960s in a mining village on the edge of the Derbyshire coalfields on the outskirts of Sheffield, with its landscape of steel mills, billowing chimneys, scrapyards and pit-tips, I lived amongst the detritus of ‘heavy' and ‘light' industries. Walls commonly incorporated coke-oven waste and paths were often made from clinker and ashes.

Besides growing up with the postwar ‘make-do and mend' mentality of the Northern working class, I was also subject to a particular familial resistance to ‘the new'. Our pantry was a storeroom for rubbish awaiting recycling: shopping bags were stuffed with neatly folded used brown paper bags, jam jars jostled on the marble slab beside the ‘meat-safe'; beneath, empty lemonade bottles were lined up ready for re-filling from the local ‘beer-off'. Elsewhere, old jerseys were stored for unpicking and re-knitting, torn nylon lingerie was saved for use as cleaning cloths, cotton knickers were particularly prized for dishcloths. On the mantelpiece, old envelopes were stacked for writing shopping lists and flattened cereal boxes for making ‘spills' to light the fire. The sewing machine housed a battered biscuit tin of old buttons, its drawers were crammed with broken zips, lengths of over-stretched elastic extracted from various garments. And so the list goes on. Nothing much discarded, everything collated, collected, stored and waiting for another use. Partly, this was the legacy of the 1950s' ‘austerity', but it all made sound economic sense.

My father, a spring-smith in a Sheffield steel works, was an instinctive bricoleur who lived by a makeshift ethos. I remember watching him transform our mahogany upright piano into a rickety fablon-lined ‘china cabinet'. Later, he fashioned miniature tools from hand-beaten old saucepans for a series of small concrete sculpted figurines. His wardrobe housed ‘dead-men's suits' and second-hand brogues. His aspiration to ‘go on the tramp' owed little to hobo culture or Jack Kerouac's Dean Moriarty – it echoed the leanings of his own father who, as a youth, had absconded with Irish travellers at Sheffield's annual Wicker fair, went ‘AWOL' in Greece whilst in the army and returned to Sheffield during the desperate years of the 1930s to become a ‘scrap-tatter', collecting old clothes around the backstreets with a horse and cart. My grandfather was not one of Sheffield's notoriously well-off scrap-dealers like the one in Alan Sillitoe's The Ragman's Daughter,2 but he was a ‘rag and bone' man with a horse and cart (Fig. 1). Collecting, sifting, sorting and weighing rags was one of the chief pastimes of my father's early life. Of course, for Walter Benjamin, like Baudelaire before him, the ‘ragpicker' was a fascinating and symbolic figure.3 The chiffonier had a worthy occupation which epitomised urban modernity – and a certain pride in that heritage has informed this research.
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Fig. 1 An honourable heritage: my grandfather was a ‘rag and bone' man during the 1930s in Sheffield. Photograph from author's family album.



Now, of course, with a fashionable rhetoric of sustainability, recycling makes ethical as well as economic sense – but the thrill of finding incongruous objects and the real and imagined narratives which they evoke is not diminished. Reclaimed materials and salvaged objects ‘tell stories' in a way that new things do not.

This project, then, has been in incubation for many years although it has also developed through an academic journey, emerging from PhD research on assemblage and artists working with junk in the mid-twentieth century.4 Additionally, devising and teaching Assemblage–Collage– Bricolage, as part of the postgraduate programme at the University of Leeds, facilitated a further exploration of some of the ideas and practices discussed in this book and I am grateful to all my students for their participation and contributions to related seminars, events and exhibitions. A British Academy Research Grant and the support of Loughborough University School of Art and Design, (now School of the Arts), have enabled all the strands of this project to come to fruition with this book.

Bricolage provides the perfect analogy for the haphazard and serendipitous nature of one's journey through life. A common working method for many artistic practices, it is important also as an alternative paradigm for research and writing. According to Denzil and Lincoln,


... the researcher-as-bricoleur theorist works between and within competing and overlapping perspectives and paradigms. The bricoleur understands process shaped by his or her personal history, biography, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity, and those of the people in the setting ... [... ]... The product of the bricoleur's labour is a bricolage, a complex, dense, reflexive, collagelike creation that represents the researcher's images, understandings and interpretations of the world …5



Walter Benjamin's Arcades Project is seminal in its bricolage approach to material culture and to history. As Tina Kendall and Kristin Koster have noted, for Benjamin, the past as loss and degradation is not occluded by, but revealed through, the ragpicking work of cultural recycling.6

A bricolage approach is an essential counter to linear, sequential thinking, narratives and practices. This book offers a study of a personally selected collation of art production and practices which have employed trash at particular times and in particular contexts. It also reflects a pressing need to consider art's uses of trash within a global setting and, whilst this book does not aim to offer a world survey, it does aim to consider the implications of a series of specific moments and incidences at the start of the eco-conscious twenty-first century. In Denzin and Lincoln's terms, it is a product of a bricoleur's labour: a bricolage of moments, understandings and interpretations.


Afterword: Digital Ordure, Leftovers and Leavings


The vectors fly out of the coop. Meanwhile the body passes from moment to moment in real time, until the last intake of breath; language in the process of disintegration tips over the edge. Is this one of the true boundaries where ordure comes into its own?1



This book has considered art's use of trash, looking at selected moments through and beyond the twentieth century and the particularities of their specific histories, locations and legacies. The politics of junk is complex and contested: it is tied up with social and cultural histories and with economies and ecologies of human and consumer waste. Meanwhile, the use of trash as a raw material for art-making is currently not just preponderant, it is endemic: from Jean Shin's accumulations of the leftovers of daily life,2 Tomoko Takahashi's chaotic installations of thrown-away consumer tat3 to the Ghanaian ‘transavantgarde' El Anatsui's enormous hangings of recycled bottle-tops and wire, installed between the majestic columns of the Arsenale in the 2007 Venice Biennale.4 And, of course, trash is ‘cool'. Shin's and Anatsui's creations have popular appeal with rapidly proliferating websites such as everydaytrash.com – ‘a closer look at what we throw away' – documenting the re-appropriation and enculturation of our daily domestic discards and the detritus of global capitalism.


Ghanaian-born/Nigerian-dwelling artist El Anatsui uses all kinds of cool trash in his work: from would-be discarded casava graters to the caps used to top off local home brew, to milk tins and so on ... 5



Despite all this, besides providing raw stuff for art-making, trash provides a metaphor which continues to signify cultural radicalism and political subversiveness. In 2009, Michael Cataldi and Nils Norman set up the University of Trash at the SculptureCenter in New York, creating an installation from recycled and found materials which then functioned as a temporary space for hosting a programme of lectures, workshops and events (Fig. 37).6 In the spirit of the critical pedagogical writings of Paolo Freire and countercultural experiments in the 1960s, the ‘school' was open and free to all, potentially creating a TAZ – temporary autonomous zone7 – a space for radical ideas and activism, utilising a makeshift aesthetic and the ethics of mutual aid.
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Fig. 37 The Baltimore Development Cooperative at University of Trash at the SculptureCenter, New York, 10 May–3 August 2009, project by Michael Cataldi and Nils Norman. Photo by Michael Cataldi, reproduced with kind permission of Michael Cataldi and Nils Norman.



So, readings of junk depend on our own subjectivities but also they are shaped by trash's situated histories as well as a multiplicity of other contexts encapsulated by Doreen Massey's ‘time–place' particularities, highlighted at the outset of this study. Widespread does not equal homogeneous or universal. There is no mere trash.

This rumination started with the dirty, sticky affective stuff and it ends there too – with the physical matter with which Mierle Laderman Ukeles, one of Jo Anna Isaak's ‘garbage girls',8 has worked for over 30 years.


We need holistic inter-connected perceptual models of how we connect and how we add up ...9



In 2006, I interviewed Ukeles in her office in New York's Sanitation Department where she has been unpaid artist-in-residence since 1977. She talked eloquently about her early ‘maintenance' projects, scrubbing the streets, swilling gallery steps and museum floors, pioneering practices which highlighted the gendered nature of ‘cleaning' and were part of a contemporaneous feminist critique and reclamation of social and cultural discourse in the 1970s.10 Continually though, she returned to the question of the political significance and social value of ‘hidden' labour more generally. Many of her projects, aiming to reveal and erase the boundaries between citizen and waste, have extended and expanded over a number of years: Touch Sanitation, the ritualistic and celebratory performative piece in which, over 11 months, she shook the hands of New York City's 8,500 sanitation workers, and Flow City, ‘a radical penetration of art into the workplace',11 a project based at the 59th Street Marine Transfer Station on the Hudson River, designed to incorporate waste-processing into the fabric of the building's structure, enabling New Yorkers to experience their own garbage being processed around them as they move through transparent passages and walkways (Fig. 38).


I want visitors to feel the extreme diversity in different materials ... I want visitors to see the materials in a kind of hovering state of flux: thrown out, not yet back. I want the visitors to pass through a state of potentiality.12



Furthermore, Ukeles' ongoing work on the Freshkills project on Staten Island, to transform what was once the world's largest garbage landfill site, has been described as a ‘meditation on sanitation, garbage and tragedy'. Following 9/11, hundreds of thousands of tons of debris, including human ash, was deposited there. Inevitably, as Village Voice noted, this added ‘a layer of tragedy to a site that was already contested, fragile, enormous, resented and political'.13 Mindful of the complex political issues surrounding the project, Ukeles also argues that garbage is a powerfully affective and commemorative substance which signifies both the vital and mortal aspects of being human.


In this 50 year-old social sculpture we have all produced, of four mountains made from 150 million cubic yards of the un-differentiated, unnamed, no-value garbage, whose every iota of material identity has been banished, the memorial, graveyard – or whatever it is – needs to be created out of an utterly opposite kind of social contract ... a chasm-change in attitude is required, one of very deliberate differentiating, of naming, of attentive reverence for each mote of dust from each lost individual. Thus remembered. This must become a place that returns identity to, not strips identity from, each perished person.14



Perhaps though, one of the greatest ecological concerns of the twenty-first century will be virtual waste, cybertrash and spam. Or maybe it will be the escalating accumulations of lethal electric and electronic items and components – e-waste – with which artists and activists such as the Australian-based Slow Art Collective have been working.15
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Fig. 38 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Flow City, 1983–1990. Courtesy Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York.



For over 30 years, the British artist Stuart Brisley has been concerned with waste in all its manifestations – dirt, excrement, pus, pollution – creating visceral performances in the 1960s and 1970s which had powerful political contexts. As a committed scavenger, Brisley has long been fascinated by the ‘rubbish dump' and his practice derives from both his understanding of the ‘symbolic power of the discarded object or displaced artefact'16 and his association of ordure with global capitalism. His co-foundation of the Museum of Ordure, an online project which presents the process of digital decay – ‘bit rot' – explores cyberspace as a site where language and imagery disintegrate just as in the physical world.17
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Fig. 39 Stuart Brisley, Dead-Line, 2006, oil on canvas 48 × 48 in. © Stuart Brisley/Photograph courtesy of England & Co Gallery, London.



Paradoxically, the digital word returns us, eternally, to the real. Brisley's recent series of paintings of old rags and crushed cardboard collected from the streets around Spitalfields in East London mark a return to the theatrical materiality of waste (Fig. 39). The forms express a baroque extravagance, but their fragmentary nature has poignancy. Inevitably, they resonate with the crumpled belongings of the homeless in shop-doorways but, within the folds, there is a lyrical and elegiac sense of belonging and loss.
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Fig. 40 Alexey Salmanov, All God's Children Can Dance 2008, photograph. Ukrainian artist, Salmanov, worked with a classical dancer, Alyona Shoptenko, and a break-dancer, Maxim the Cat, in destroyed buildings in Kiev. Courtesy of the artist.



So, the poetics of remaindered matter, the real physical stuff, persists. Abandoned and discarded objects feed the imagination: like the single crimson suede stiletto shoe I found on West 27th St in New York in September 2009, triumphantly parked in the middle of the pavement beside the neatly stacked cardboard and the bulging black garbage sacks awaiting collection. Or the cheap white plastic rosary beads which someone had dropped in haste on Columbus Avenue, retrieved as I ran across the road and, now, sitting by my computer as I type. These evocative objects have their own stories to tell, yet they accrue new meanings and narratives.

And where there is industrial and architectural dereliction, in the midst of war or urban decay, the flowers of evil blossom and lyric poetry is written.18 A final visual note. With the wreckage of Kiev as a backdrop, the young Ukrainian artist, Alexey Salmanov, produces a series of sublime images (Fig. 40). Aesthetically entrancing, they portray the vulnerability of the body as well as the vitality of the human spirit. The politics and poetics of trash goes on.
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