Liz Magor with Dan Byers and Solveig @vstebg

Maybe Don’t Go
to Nordstrom for Love

LizMagor [wanted tostart with the word “modest”because |

useditalotyesterday. It cameup when|was talking about decid-
ing how many pairs of shoes to work with. We discussed the fact
that ! could haveincluded two hundred pairs of shoesif |l wanted to

knock youout with craziness, butinstead|stoppedat thirty-two

pairs,whichiskind of anawkward number.It'snot alot, butit’s not
afew either. In fact, this number has no conceptual foundation. |

collected the shoes slowly, over a number of months, and by the

time | had about three dozen my curiosity for finding new types

was exhausted.

Solveig @vstebo How did this collecting process begin? What
was it that drew you to the first pairs of shoes, the ones that
sparked thislonger search?

LM At the beginning | had only three pairs, which | found
during my year in Berlin. First, there was a long, bizarre pair of
women’s shoes with very pointed toes. Second, a pair of men'’s
loafers, also long, size 12 maybe, with the toes truncated right at
the tip. They reminded me of a pig’s nose, which has kind of a flat
snout. When | saw those pig-nose shoes | thought, if you were
to wear these you mightinadvertently be turning yourself into
a caricature. The third was a pair of furry boots, which look like
shoe-shaped plush animals. Many styles of shoes have a formal
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Shoe World (detail), 2018

connection to hooves and hides. You wonder if, by putting them
on, the wearers are trying to get their spirit animal to come back.

DanByers Sotheseshoesreally seemtositatanintersection
between your ongoing use of animal forms, and your interestin
the psychology and trappings of self-presentation.

LM | brought those three pairs back to Canada with me, and
thenstarted snooping around to see how extensive this syndrome
is—of shoesorboots thatimpartananimalidentity tothe wearer.
As youmentioned, thisinterest follows many years of using animal
formsinmywork, including stuffed toy animals. I'veused themas
protagonists in various fraught scenarios, | guess not unlike the
way achildusesdollsand stuffiesin herimagineddramas. Atamore
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“real”level, hadencountered“furries”inthe early 1990s when|was
making the photographs of historical reenactors. Furries arerole
players who assume the identity of an animal and costume them-
selvesaccordingly. Thisisn't anunusual thing for childrentodo, but
it gets interesting as an adult activity. | was pretty fascinated by
them, but concluded that the furry phenomenon was beyond my
understanding, so | didn't photograph them.Inany case, I'vebeen
interested foralongtimeinwhat costumesdo to yourimagination,
andfollowing that, what yourimagination does to your psycholog-
ical process and behavior: how costumes enable a surrogate self, or
enhanced self. Withall thisinmind, | cruised the shoe rack at Value
Village once a week for six months. Each week | made my selections
with a different eye, trying to collect for the variety of intentions
that shoes have, their range of affect. Although the three Berlin
pairs were quite exaggerated and extremeintheir style, | gradually
was able to seethepersuasive power of plainer shoes,and sowhen
| found myself picking up the simplest women’s sandal, | figured |
was done. | had the full spectrum at thirty-two pairs.

Sg So, you mentioned this is kind of an awkward number, a
modest number. I'm curious to go back to thatidea of being mod-
est. Is there something about this quality itself that feels crucial
to this work? What does the word “modest” bring to mind for you?

LM In our conversation yesterday, | said, “Well, it's a modest
number,”as though modesty was the point. | certainly know what
“modest” means; Canadians arefamously modest, probably due to
the Presbyteriantendencies of the early settlers. Modesty inthis
sense is high self-esteem posing as self-effacement. Canadian
modesty comes from knowing we've got the goods, but feeling
thatit’sunseemly to flauntit.

DB Does that have something to do with self-presentation,
then? Thisidea of artifice, of using how you look to somehow ma-
nipulate expectations?

LM Yes, it does, in that your initial presentation informs
the trajectory of your interaction with others. The modest
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presentationrequiresthat youkeep yourstrengths to yourself
andletthemberevealedslowly. It's astealth action, very effec-
tive.Butit’s notanaptdescription of how the shoes operate. If
modesty isabout tamping down, then | need a different word

for the shoes. It's more like they're trying to be great—they

are pushing up. But they don’'t quite make it. There's a lot of
fake leather in this bunch. There are a lot of promises; you'll

be dancing, hiking, seducing, posing, but the structure and

composition of the shoe will barely get you there. They pres-
ent themselves as more than they are. Maybe “aspirational”
is a better term for the shoes. Plus, it's a perfect term for the

legions of shoppers.

DB We're supposed to be in a constant state of aspiring. But
you talked about the shoes as not quite “getting there.”

LM We see thatit’s possible for people to be perfect—or, if
not perfect, then just outstanding and awe-inspiring and origi-
nal. We see that it's possible because we have many examples of
fantastic people—Ilots of evidence. Thisis the primary narrative of
retail culture. Although we know it can happen, we aren't all of us
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ableto muster what it takes to break through to that place where
our personal awesomeness is recognized. So, if you don't make it,
does that mean you have failed, or semi-failed? We know what it
looks like to succeed. But what doesitlook like to semi-fail? What
are the aesthetics of falling short? The shoes show me what that

looks like.
S@ Isthis sense of aspiration—maybeit's thebrashinverse of
modesty—related particularly to the shoes and the work we've
beendiscussing, or to your whole practice?

LM I'm not being modest when I'mworking. I'm working really

hard to represent the drive to be outstanding, the drive to be no-
ticed. But at the same time, | want the shade of missing the mark
tobecastoveritall.

DB It'sincredible to think that you're working toattainaform
thatis trying to be something—trying to attain a final result that
isitselfinastate of trying to attain.

LM It's abit of a contortion: wanting to succeed atarepresen-
tation of failure. I've just realized how weird that is. To get there, |

thinkabout how it feels to present yourself to others. What are you

thinking about when you meet someone for the first time, when

your appearance precedes any other information about you? At
that point the potential tobe overlookedis quite great. Inthatanx-
jous moment, various manipulationsaretriggered, mostly involving
material and visuals, but also a mental preparation to perform.

%] Our self-descriptions seem likean active part of this, too—
allthe storieswetell about ourselves, and to ourselves. Our minds
are always testing out these self-descriptions, and building them
up, and then maybe using them as guides for how to be.

LM Yes, you develop a narrative. | don’t think you do it con-
sciously. | think it’s a cultural tic. There are a number of available
stories and you pick one, maybe something tailored to the sit-
uation, and then you operate from that. That’s why everyone
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appears the same in the end, because we're all picking up the
same narratives.

DB Yet all of the objects in your sculptures are so specificin

their aspiration; the way that they aesthetically express that aspi-
rationis highly individual. You've chosen these things for their
qualities of really trying.

LM “Highly individual” is almost an oxymoron. | agree that
the objects are very specific, but | wouldn't go so far as to say that
they’re unique orindividual. They’re the forms that come froma
commondream,astorysharedby millions.|alsoagreethattheyare
really trying, but they’re trying to match a pre-existing narrative,
not createanew one.Ontheonehand, thesethingsare connected
toreally appealing stories; onthe other, they are made quickly using
crap materials. They arethe ubiquitous posing asunique. So there’s
something holding them back at the same time that something is
driving them forward. Thisisaconflict, butit’s not due to modesty.
The conflicthas something to do with aspiration.

Sg The aspirational mindset inherently acknowledges that

you're not there yet, sointhat senseit’s similar to modesty. It'sin

the same family, perhaps, butitisn't modesty exactly, becausein

each case you have a different understanding of yourself inrela-
tionto others.

LM And maybethere’snoendtoit,nocompletiontothedrive
for more and better. Maybe success never completely arrives.
That’s likely if it's about us with others. Other people are quite
strange to us. We're in changing relationships, and hot everyone
shares what we know. So insecurity is guaranteed.

DB That idea of relationality—"us with others”—is such an
important aspect of your work.

LM It's always there. Thinking back through my work, it has

always been there. | think because I'm uncomfortable in social
situations—I can’t quite figure it all out.
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Shoe World (detail), 2018

S@ To go back to the shoes: You keep them in these boxes.
They're notcompletely free. Maybe they're on their way out of the

box, maybe somebody will take them out and use them someday,
but maybe not. For now, they're confined there with their aspira-
tion, neither ableto escapeitorliveuptoit.

DB You're framing them, allowing us to see their
specific identities through the sculptural process of contain-
ment. It suggests that you can’t really see them unless you
containthem.

LM I didn't change the shoes at all; | put all my effortinto

the containers. First | made a decorative box for each pair, then |
dropped that into a sturdier more plain box with a clear lid. Then
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| went back and added embellishments to the package, ribbons
and sparkly things, in an effort to boost the allure. That part of
the process felt a bit like scrap-booking, or some craft thing. But
I never let the embellishment exceed the quality of the pairl was
working on, because | wanted tounderstand their aesthetic. They
are great examples of the near miss, so | was learning from them.

DB You're creating aspaceforthekindof intersection, or meet-
ing, of these different aesthetic qualities, so they can be seen,
isolated from therest of the world.

LM That brings to mind our conversation yesterday, when |

was saying that the studioisanimportant placefor me.It'savery

physical situation, but it’s where | entertain metaphysical ques-
tions. Not concepts, more like inquiries. The questions come in

sequence; | make amove and then I'm faced with a decision. |work

itout, make another move,and meetanother question. Soawork

grows and developslike that without aninitial preparation forthe

whole. | guessthat’s why thelarge piece withshoesisasurprise to

allofus.

S@ You'realsoincontrolinthe studio. But getting back to the
embellishments, |was justlooking at the differentadd-ons you've
giventosome of the shoes. Like the feet from the mannequins, and
the shoehorns onthe sandals (which makes no sense, sincethey're
totally out of place on sandals.) How do these various shoe-related
objects comein?

LM | think just by copying the process of attention-seeking.
You want to be seen, you want to be known, so you use material
amendments that stimulate the situation and add complexity
to the message. And these amendments aren’t always practical.
I could swap some of those add-ons around, and | do swap them
around for along time, until suddenly two things just want to be
together. Either I'mtired, or they want to be there.

DB Is it something like the logic of the accessory? To bump
somethingup alittle bit, or change thetone?
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LM That's right. There's pleasure in that. There's an unexpec-
ted beauty when your hat and your gloves start to sing together.
If you didn’t buy them as a set and they come from two differ-
ent places, it's really exciting when they illuminate one another.
| wanted that small thrillwhen | chose the paper or the decoration

foreach box. So, thisisn't a cynical project. This is really a very

loving project. If | dial down my expectation, | can connect with

the charm of these unremarkable things. | started with the exag-
gerated, comical styles, but then | gradually started to see deep-
erintothesoul of shoes. Allof them areinformed by some greater
aspect of their imagination, and how they appearin thereal is

a fraction of the story that formed them. Like the little plastic

ballet slippers: they are imagining a real ballet slipper, and all the

culturalinflectionthat goes with that. Allthe shoes aredoing that,
ina way. See the little boys’ shoes, the really plain brown ones?
You get the image of a solid man living in Connecticut, on a nice

estate, walking his golden retrievers. But then they flip to some-
thing muchless thanthat. They're small, made for alittle boy,and

not even real leather—it’s wannabe leather. The puffed-up idea

and the deflated idea coexist, in equal measure. Empty and full

allatonce.

Sg There's the aspirationalagain—the“wannabe” leather. It's
a shoe that aspires to be like the more expensive, high-quality
brands, but it misses the mark.

LM Yeah, it's the Zara effect.

DB Each one of these things contains an individual narrative,
coming together from different places. It's kind of like that logic
of the outfit you mentioned, whendisparate things sing together.
How do the narratives play out?

LM I think narrative generates the production of each object,
evenbeforel get my hands onit, by providing the specification, or
themodel, foritsrealization. With a few exceptions—including the
rubber boots that were made for a postal worker, which arekind of
strange—most of these forms have been determined by fashion.
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Fashionisahuge narrative production machine. Indesign, it'suseful
tohavea"type”oracharactertoaimfor, solthink the story comes
first and the form follows. Some of these shoes are second-hand,
but I'm totally not interested in the story of the person who wore
them. | hadto buy themused because at any given moment fashion
isvery uniform, soif |werelooking for new ones | wouldn't beableto
cruisetherangel getatabigsecondhand store. But|chose mostly
never-wornshoes. | wasn'tlooking for patina, or wear or character.
I was looking for the story that came before all that.

S@ Different kinds of stories start to co-exist within a pair of

shoes. Fashion has its underlying narratives, certain stories that

are projected through design, but when it comes to the shoes as

physical objects, they relate to other kinds of human stories, both

personal and political. For anyone, there are so many stories and

memories that are connected to where youwalk. For me, thereisa

lot of that when I look at the shoes in your work. Here, for example,
you work with white shoes that have been heavily used, and | nat-
urally wonder, used by whom and where? But then other pairs are

completely new, so the memory aspectis not as obvious in those

instances.

LM But, see, the new shoes have memories, too. They're just

not memories of a real experience. They're memories of an imag-
inary culture. Nostalgia and sentimentality are usually associated

with the past, but obviously it’s possible to project forward with

sentimentality as well. Because I'minterested in how our histories

repeat, I'm often working with old things or used things and | have

to work hard to not mire the thing in nostalgia.

Sg What do you do with that nostalgia?

LM I havetocutit.lhavetocounteritwith thingsthatare from

the pastbutnotnostalgic. Not all histories persist,and the meaning

of alot of stuffis not carried forward. Most of the stuff in our lives,
at any given moment, is from the past, but only a fraction of it has

sentimental or nostalgicenergy. So | look for those hon-sentimen-
tal, below-the-radar things.
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DB loftenwonderabout our allergic reaction to nostalgia, to
falsememorythatyou projectontoapastthat neverreally existed.
But there’s also sentimentality, which is different than nostalgia,
albeitrelated. There's an embarrassment that goes along with
sentimentality. You talked about cutting nostalgia asif youdon't
want to feel—or provoke the feeling of—something poignant or
sentimental.

LM No, | absolutely do want to feel sentiment and poighancy,
but what | do with those ideas is make distinctions, and then pro-
ceed very carefully. Sentiment is different than sentimentality.
Sentimentisfeeling, and sentimentality is the repetition of feeling;

repeatedandrepeateduntilitemptiesout. | wanttohave sentiment,
butldon't wanttodrainit. So | have to make things a bit strange,
make them familiarbut also not. The purses operatethat way. They
appear familiar, but the hardness of the casting material and the

pourofrubbercomingoutoftheirzipperedplaces defieswhatyou

know. It's not consistent with previous experience. Theyareabitto

theleft of themselves, and youcan’t comfortably say “that'sapurse.”
Untilyouare comfortable with a thing, repetitionis forestalled.

Sg In one of the earlier conversations we had, | remember
you talking about found objects and found stories, and how the

objectsinyourwork are not something that you, personally, have

ahistorywith. Yousaid thatif they are notrelated tous personally,
they become sort of empty. Hereitis. I'll read from my notes: You

said, “I'minterested in how the found form presents itself as full

andempty atthe sametime. Full because of therelentless produc-
tion of meaning and empty because of the persistent avoidance

of feeling.” That brought a lot of questions to mind: Is meaning

produced when we encounter found forms because we project

our own relationship with the context they come from onto the

objectsthemselves? Whatisthe feeling thatisavoided in this same

encounter? Does feeling come back into the picture when we get
away from those projected meanings? You brought up arelated

quandary when you said, “If | love this thing because it was my

grandmother’s, the thing itselfislost and unloved.” Thisisamatter
of knowing things by experience, not just by reference.
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DB Ilove thisideathat somehow the thingis only neglected,
debased, whenitsidentityis solely defined by its connection to
you, rather than its own material history, or its uses in relation
totherest of the world.

LM That's my position. | want to find the terms that allow

me toknow the thing, and then make sculpture fromthat under-
standing. That will never happen if | run everything through

myself, orif everythingisabout my experience. If you say, “l love

this vase because it was my grandmother’s,” what you're really

sayingis, “l love myself, and | love that | love my grandmother. |

love myself forloving my grandmother.” And so this thing, the

vase, which was aiding you, is sidelined, shafted. I've just sud-
denly understood: that’s what happened to all these shoes. At

one point they were so willing to project somebody'’s persona,
buttheirowners have moved onand they've been emptied out.
They'reready now to be known for themselves and notbecause

of theirconnectiontothe wearer. Todo that, | have to slow down

and consider them. The boxes and the platform they’re on pro-
vide the stage for that consideration.

Sg I'think a similar thing could be said about the stuffed ani-
mals in some of your other works. We've started by discussing
the shoes, which is your most recent project, but I'm curious to
know what’s happening here with the stuffies. In their case, too,
there's sort of amoment of getting to know these friendly found
objects on new terms, giving them a stage that’s disconnected
fromtheir past. But they've been altered, too.

LM Well, I'm not sure exactly what's happening here with
the stuffed animals.

DB Initially you wrote very beautifully about agents and
helpers and weakness and power.

Sg And you redid their bodies with that in mind, reposi-

tioning their arms so that they could actually hold what they
are holding.
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Oilmen’s Bonspiel (detail), 2017. Textile,
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wool, polymerized gypsum, 39 % x 23 x g %in.

LM Right. | gave the stuffies a purpose, and | changed their
faces and their figures to attend to that purpose. For example, in
my recent exhibitionat Andrew Kreps Gallery,in New York, there
were three boxes, each with a stuffed critter holding a garment.
Two of them were holding bigknitted sweaters—vintage sweaters,
“Mary Maxim” style, the kind with pictures knitted into them, like
amooseoratotempole, some flying ducks and soon. Thesewere
big in the 1950s and stayed current in the rural parts of Canada
fordecades. | usually associate them with children’s fashion, but
in a secondhand store | found two large, men’s-size sweaters
with patches onthem thatindicated they were connected to the
oil industry. One patch says “Pembina Pipeline,” and the other
“Oilmen’s Bonspeil.” The extraction of oil from the tar sandsis a
huge story in Canada, and many, many people have migrated to
Alberta to work in the “oil patch.” It was very lucrative and peo-
ple were proud to be part of it. So these blown-up kids’ sweaters
withimages of nature onthem, crossed with oilindustry insignia,
are pretty remarkable in my view. But what actually makes them
useful to me is the fact that the changing attitude toward fossil
fuels has made this particular convergence of money, pride, and
place obsolete. That story is ending. People are moving on. | had
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almost forgotten about us being a resource-proud nation until |
came across those two sweaters. There they were, hanging on
arack, stilldreaming the dream.  acknowledged their loyalty by
refitting stuffies to grasp the hem of each sweater, halting their
falltothe floor.

Sa And they're trying to communicate.

LM That'sright. Material talks. It's like there’sa conveyor belt
that's going along, taking us withit. It carries everything; not just
ourdreams and plans, but our stuff—clothing, cars, various amuse-
ments. Allthe intense entanglements that we've concocted, based
onurgent and pertinent concerns, have a material component.
And then, when the moment passes, everything goes with it. We
forget what we cared about. We throw everything out. Whenlgo
tosecondhandstores, what | seeis the persistence of the material
whichlasts muchlongerthantheideas that spawnedthem. Maybe
we've moved on, but our discarded things hang on to the dream
like true believers. They're still alive and active, and kind of more
purely themselves at that point.

So I think that is exactly what brings your work to another
level of commenting on what's around us. The poetic aspectis
one thing; we consider these parts, we look at the material, we
look at the formal qualities. But then you have the oil sands, these
political questions, issues, superstructures. You talked about that
inthefirstemailthat yousentmeand Dan. At that pointyouhadn't
started with the shoes, but you had started with the “agents,” as
youdescribed them. Youmentioned how the agents weremoving
around in the world, how active they were.

LM Stuffies are supposed to be passive, our little love slaves,
covered in tears and snot. They never go out. They just lie there.
Butif lemploy theminadifferent way, they become active. That's
why | callthemagents. Sothe questionis, what should theiractiv-
ity be, or be about? It feels as though our personal and political
concernsare always new, specific to thismoment, but if youlook
pastthetopical,it’s clear that our responsesareveryancientand
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predictable. Forms might change but certain behaviors stay the
same. | look at the forms our interests take, in things like cloth-
ing or toys, and read backwards to what persistent feelings they
express orinfluence.

DB Emotions may be sort of abstractin that they're gener-
alized, but in the way that you deploy the materials and the char-
acters, they becomeincredibly visceral. These agents are making
offerings and reminding us of things, but then they areboth strung
up and helping us.

LM | want these rubber figures to be falling, and then to be
caught—luckily,inthe nick of time. Their feet are tangledinamess
of twine that falls down from the ceiling. At the same time, their
arms are wrapped around a garment bag, stopping its fall to the
floor, and out of the bottom of the garment bag there’s a length
of fabric slipping out. It’slike a chain of falling, or a chain of saving,
that extends from the ceiling to the floor.

DB Can you say more about how you went from recombin-
ing aspects of actual objects to then casting them? What is that
impulse? Why are these figures rubber?

LM | was wondering, can stuffed toys still operate as sympa-
theticagents if they are more problematic? If they'realittlescarier,
alittleuglier, alittleless familiar? The rubber replaces the pleasur-
able tactility of the plush with something less approachable.

DB Because now they're notimmediately recognizableas stuf-
fies. You've distanced them from that original form. Is that what
casting does for you—create that distance?

LM Yes, the distance that comes from keeping the form

but changing the material is useful to me, and not just with the

stuffies. | do thisagain with the pursesandinearlier work likethe

leather jackets and gloves. It helps me establish anindeterminacy,
aninstability,and | hope with that they remainimmanent, becom-
ing, not finished.
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Pet Co. (detail), 2018

Castingisn't theonly way to achieve this. Inthe pieces that
were shown at Andrew Kreps, the stuffies are roughly collaged.
A patch with the eyes from alamb are slapped over the eyes of a
dog, or a pig's face is glued onto a bear’s face, a dog's snouton a
rabbit’s face. On one of them, you can see there are still four ears.
Iwastrying to cutthe cuteness by asking, “if  rip aface off one guy
and glueitonanother, is he still sweet?”

S@ Thesweetnessis nonetheless there, though. There'salittle

bitleft.
DB In that show, there was this range of moves, from vio-
lent, clumsy, quick acts to incredibly careful processes that take
alot of time. The quickness of those face changes versus these
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meticulously cast, pigment-filled structures—how do those con-
trasts function? Foryou, isthere a sense of these different speeds
and procedures commingling?

LM |would say thatallthemeansluseareinservice of making
an object lively and complex, unstuck fromits original associa-
tion.Sowhetherittakesalongtime or notdoesn't matteraslong
as I'mgetting a full range of notes.

Sg There's also anuncanny story that comes in here. With
the shoes there's some unpleasantness, but you can shift very
quickly into something different, seeing theirhumor and beauty.
But with the stuffies, or the agents, as we call them now, thereis
areal element of uncanniness. It's disturbing. It's also in how you
talk about them:you“rip aface off.” Do youfeel that thereis some
violence imbedded in them or in the process by which they are
made? The fact that they have different eyes than the ones they
came with, forexample?

LM Maybe violence is too strong a word. Switching parts
mightbeinaidof myinterestinrepresentingemotionsthataren't
simplified or connected to a conventional narrative. When it
comestoemotional content, lwanttohaveitinthere, but Idon't
want to smooth it out. Unpleasant feelings and contradiction
come with every package, evenlove.Soit's tempting tosay, “You
know what, I'm going to go for the less emotional package—with
lesslove, even—because there willbelessanguish.” Maybe that’s
why there has been solittle depicted emotioninartsince the
SecondWorldWar.|thinkthedenigrationofthe figurativeandthe
emotionalinartisreally kind of appalling. lunderstand that it’s
hard to avoid the pitfalls—I mean, who wants to be maudlin? But
Istillthinkit'sunfortunate.I'mtryingtogetafullerrangeofemotion
using the vocabulary that I've developed, including these qua-
si-narratives with surrogates doing things that | canrespondto.

DB Hearing you describe the deeply invasive actions doneto

these stuffies, they are only “violence” if you think you're actually
cutting atongue, or eyeballs, out of a dog. Of course you're not;
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they are stylized representations, toys. But we stillallow them to
occupy this kind of tender, affectionate place for us.

S@ Butit'salsothelanguage of ripping a face off, which justin
speakingis akind of violenceitself.

LM Idon’tever think of them as animals. Butlam, actually,un-
comfortable cutting up a thing, or taking apart an object. | don’t
cut withimpunity, because hereis anintact thing that 'm making
un-intact. | suspect there are consequences to that. It's an exer-
cise to consider this.

DB Let'stalkaboutanotheroneofyourmaterials: Whenyoufirst
discovered the capacity of this transparent Mylar, youmade some-
thing strong out of something weak. This flexible, rolled material

which, when youuse many layers, combineitinto multiples of itself,
becomes stiff and opaque. Thatjourney fromsoftand transparent

to hard and opaque feelsimportantin this narrative, somehow.

LM It'sasculpture problem. Sculptors have tothinkabout grav-
ity. It'ssomething you think about all the time; how to bring things

Seasonal, 2018
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up fromthe floor. There are many conventional ways to doit, but

most of them you don’t want to embrace. That's why sculptors

love Brancusiso much. Inhiswork thereisalot of stacking, which

introduces questions of hierarchy. Allthe parts are swapping qual-
ities with each other, aiding and abetting each other. The idea of
relationships between partsisaformal approach that I neverfor-
get. So, I'malways looking for ways to hold things up, or keep them

from dropping down, but not with a neutral nothing-thing. The

clearboxes are plinths, actually, but inside out. Instead of putting

objects ontop of abox, | put them on the bottom and then stack

the boxes, raising the object up in this inverted way.

Sg Iliketheidea of thedifferent partsofasculptureaidingand
abetting each other. Within each work there is the vital question
of how each part exists for the other parts. This might be where
theideaof "holding” becomesincredibly important. Theshoesare
heldintheseboxes. Theagentsarebeing held whenthey’refalling,
butthenthey'realsoholding something else.

LM Physically, the works with the rubber figures are like a
concatenation of events with one thing holding another which
is holding another which is holding another, etc. Even though the
crittersarestretchingandtryingtostopit, theirburdenstill slips to
thefloor. The ovalboxes are also stopping a fallin the way they hoist
theflung-down furjacketsupanotch,orastepupfromthefloor.It's
not much, but atleastit’s agesture toward care and protection. In
one of the oval boxes there's abadly damaged jacket. The sleeveis
rippedthroughtothelining. Alsointhat box, there’s a small stuffie
figure attending to thisbigrip. Inthe otherovalbox, there'safigure
holding the“wrist” of adiscardedfurjacket. Together, theyareinthe
position of a caring person comforting another personin distress.

DB Here, that care and protection is overlaid onto the lan-
guage of display and commerce, to some extent.

LM Display and commerce as care and protection? They're

trying toconyou. Inretail they usethelanguage of care, sure, giving
theimpression of caring for you. I'm not going to say that’s wrong.
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I'mjust going to say to myself, maybe don't go to Nordstrom for love.
It'sinteresting whenthat artificeis down. One of the influences for
Pet Co.comesfromaretail storein Vancouver called Army and Navy,
inthe Downtown Eastside. Consistent with thedireeconomicstate
of the neighborhood, this store spends hardly any money on its
window display. They use whatever’s at hand, so the mannequins
aremissing parts, thepaper flowers arebashedup, therearevarious
insect bitslying around. It's quite anti-alluring. If you're interested
in decorative drive, thisis one end of the spectrum.

Sg And, of course, dreams of horror surface in the show also,
among all the care and holding. There's this sort of little bzzzt, a
little shock, that comes through.

LM Pet Co. comes from this kind of thinking—the shock that

happens when the allure is switched off. It consists of many clear,
polyester boxes of varying size, which | use as containers for the

residue of dozens of mangled stuffies—castoff skins and puffs of
stuffing—plus all the debris left behind from what could be imag-
ined as awarm, real life. This left-behind stuff is collected on the

bottomandinthe corners of the boxes. The Mylaris very thinand

clear. Itdoesn't have much structuralintegrity asasheetbutlcan

make fairly large, sturdy volumes by folding it. So you see many

layers of Mylar and a multitude of folds, with some life-dust on

the bottom. Inaway, the bulk of the sculpture is boxed air.

DB This work proposes so many sculpture questions thatopen
outinto larger questions about life. For instance, you've spoken
aboutyourtrials with gravity, thatas a sculptor, you are constantly
trying to figure out how to get things off the floor (or why to leave
them there). And while you've made work before that encases ob-
jects in semi-clear containers, those containers have always been
more traditionally “sculptural’—made out of rubberand telegraph-
ing akind of weight and certainty. Why this relatively flimsy Mylar?
Why this weak material, with things just barely lifted off the floor?

LM In considering what one part of a sculptureis doing with
another part, | need every aspect of the form to be eloquent. |
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Pet Co. (detail), 2018

need eachthing to be doing alot of work, from the physical work
to the metaphysical, because it's the only way that | can make a
sculpture that’s complex but not complicated. | want the art-
work to have scope, but still be succinct. | started to think that
theaction of careand protection comes atacost. | thought about
theriskinvolvedinleaving a safe place to help someone, or some-
thing, who is in an unsafe place. There's the possibility that the
rescue will fail and both participants will succumb to the danger.
It's easy toimaginethis scenario and describeitin narrative terms.
But | want a minimum of narrative, just enough to trigger some
thoughtsinthatdirection,and after that | want the materials and
objectstotake overandactually "be”in the situation I'veimagined
with, perhaps, anuncertainoutcome. | want the sculptureto “be”
something, not be “about” something. So the qualities of Mylar
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bring me this possibility. Asavery thin materialitappears to have
no structural integrity, it's floppy, and its clearness also reduces
its presence. It seems weak and unpromising. But with some
adjustment, mainly in the form of folding, a surprising strength
emerges and it can be made into volumes. Not only that, but all
the moves are visible, all the folds can be seen and known. And
becauseit’s lightweight, these volumes can be stacked, hold-
ing even more space. But even though they perform better than
expected, theboxes are barely stable, some of them collapse with
thelightesttouchand the whole collection seems vulnerableand
provisional. Into this precarious situation lintroduce the contents,
the bits and pieces that are housed in the boxes. By this time, |
hope I've handed over control to the materials and the work is
doing the work.

S@ The exhibition presents a series of containments, from

the Mylar boxes, the garment bags, and the bespoke shoe

boxes, to, rather quizzically and profoundly, the packed BILLY
shelves and LACK table boxes from IKEA, which act as pedes-
tals for your cast purse sculptures. How did the IKEA boxes enter
thescene?
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LM If furniture can be viewed as a collection of perches or
plinths, serving to present our bodies and belongings and keep
them off the floor, then IKEA is actually a display supply store. In
some parts of the store—I think they call it “Home Organization’
orsomething—they arejust selling containers that willhold other
containersthat hold evensmaller containers. Asyouapproachthe
cashiers, you passall the racks of flatpacks, allthese containers and
plinths—bookshelves, tables, sofas, etc.—thatlie dormant, waiting
tobeinflated. This has something incommonwith my ownactivity
inthe studio, so I thought | could tapinto the IKEA systemasbeing
oneend of the spectrum of display, while supposing my work is at
theotherend.lalsolike that these “plinths” canbereturnedto the
store after the exhibition so that I'm not paying for storage.

S I have to ask about therats. How did you come to the rats
that floataroundtheinstallationand create akind of morbid punc-
tuation? How do they play against the other contents? Aretherats
agents, too?

LM | like that you describe the rat skins as “floating.” Again,
this illusion is thanks to the Mylar, which offers a subtle, almost

invisible support, soif | place a skininabox on top of a stack it’s

kind of super-imposed over the contents of the boxes below—kind

of a 3D collage. The skins were given to me by another artist who

endedup notusingtheminawork.He gave meabaggie with about
thirty skins in it and this went into a plastic bin with all the other
stuff that | bring to the studio for consideration. | gather this kind

of stuff constantly, even though less than ten percent of it ever
makes it into a work. | need the range and choice at hand so that
| can entertain all kinds of convergences. | picked the white fur
coatsfirst, re-identifying themas “pelts’ ripped off the backs of the

wearers. They ended up in the oval boxes. Then | cut “pelts” out of
stuffies,anactionthatextendedtoharvesting all their parts—tails,
ears, eyes, paws, etc. Other things came forward as “pelts” or body
parts—stockings, sweaters, tissue paper, candy wrappers, swaths

of fabric. It's odd that | recognized the actual pelts, from therats,
only near the end. Are they agents? I'm not sure. Sometimes yes,
sometimes no.
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Sg You titled the show BLOWOUT. Would you talk a little
about that?

LM BLOWOUT... My garden is open, and the deer are every-
where and they eat everything. But they don’t eat peonies and
lavender, so | have those. Peonies will hold their great big ball of
petals for afew weeks, and then all of a sudden, it just goes “blop,”
and it all drops down. | happened to be standing there one day
when a peony suddenly just dropped all this stuff, its whole head.
It was intense drama from anunexpected source. | thought of the
trajectory of a flowering plant. You know; nothing, something,
ahuge something (the flower), and then nothing again. And so
“blowout” isaword forthatlast momentinthecycle, whenthere’s
no point in saving anything and you let go. The promise in that
means, okay, no more hanging on, I'll blow it all, like, I'll put allmy
stuff onthe street.

DB Orareliefthatatleast thethingisover.Evenifitwasabad
thing, you're on the other side of it.

LM Of course, forthe peony, it wasn't abad thing.
S@ Becauseit’s just the course of their life.

LM It's just a stage in thelife. Thoughit’s not the one that we
love peonies for; wewant thebloomtolast forever. The blowingout
isarelease fromthefrozenmoment, it'sapurging,akind of loss of
control. Also, with regard to the title, | liked the tie to retail. | think
it's obvious that my interestinretailis very strong. Itsactionis the
middle man, trying to take something frombothends. Thereason|
likethe studiois that I'maproducerand consumer inthe same place,
| canbypass the middle. Likewise, witha“blowout” sale,it'salmost
like the retailers are saying, “Oh, we'll reconnect the consumer to
thefactory. Forget my markup. Thisis a blowout. 'mnot evengoing
totry sellingittoyou, 'mjust throwingit out. My storeis empty.”
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