Sheila Heti

Remember when
| was shoes?

There is something about the colors of Liz Magor’s sculptures.
The objects seem to be blushing. They seem to know that they're
on view and are not entirely comfortable with it. They are a bit
more modest than other objects. They know that they were made
by hands that cared to make them. They know that they were
found by hands that cared to find them. They know they have
been matched up with their mates. Someone found their soul
mate for them. Or someone found them their soulmates. They and
their soul mates arein an off-kilter relationship, slightly, but alsoa
perfect relationship, a harmony, slightly. Like in any relationship,
betweenthese objects thereisavibration,anaccordandadiscord,
and this keeps the energy flowing. It keeps things interesting.
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There are no peoplein Liz Magor’s work, and it’s easy to under-
stand why. She spends a lot of time in the studio with her materials.
Who would want to spend that much time with other people? Or
evenrepresentations of people? Theemotions of people are out of
control. Theemotions of objects radiate, but they have boundaries.
The emotionsof apersonareinrelationtoyou. Theemotions that
radiate from an object are in relation to everything around the
object, rather democratically. Objects areunlike people in this way.
People pick specific people to have strong emotions for,and to

Shoe World (detail), 2018.
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receive strong emotions from. Objects are not so exclusive. They
will radiate with whatever objects are near.

Because Liz Magor is a person, she chooses the objects
that will be near the other objects. Humans have to choose. We
are compelled by our likes as much as by our dislikes, and what
doesn’tmoveus hasno placeinour world. Wearedrawn to beauty
andto bitterness, to novelty and tothe banal. Thebanalbecomes
less banal if weloveit. Itis a greathuman power tolove something
unloved, to show it to other people as thoughit were special; and
the alchemy of our love, and just the act of showing it, makes it
special. Who needs the physical representation of a personinthis
scene? Obviously a person put it there. Obviously a personis see-
ing it. What are we seeing, really? Liz Magor’s seeing. And we are
seeing our own seeing, too.
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The question of emotion comes up a great deal—in our lives, in
conversations about how people buy thingsinorder to feel things.
Whenwe buy something perfectand mass-produced thathas not
been touched in a creative way by human hands, we feel nothing.
We don’t even feel uneasy. The touch of human hands, and how
the human transforms whatever she touches, makes us uneasy
because people make us uneasy. Liz Magor’s sculptures and as-
semblages have an uneasy feeling attached to them because we
can feel the person there. We feel the person more because she
seems to be hiding. If what looks like a yarn sweater is really not
yarn butis only impersonating yarn, we know a person was there,
and so we feel uneasy. A person only does things because she has
some purpose or intention behind what she does, whether she
knows what that purposeis or not. It is hard and exhausting to be
acted on by another person. People who don't like art have had
enough of beingacted upon by people. Why would they choose that
ontheir Sunday off? Itisareasonable positionforapersontotake.
Onefeels that the shoes in this exhibition are similarly ex-
hausted. They havelived alife with other people,and eventhough
they have been discarded, they still have to keep living. They are
fated tolive as art now. Once they belonged to somebody, which
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was responsibility enough. Now they belong to the world of sym-
bols. That is an even greater task. They have been given some
magic to help them in this task, so they don’t haveto doitall on
theirown.Themagicisinhow theyarealtered, inthe box LizMagor
has made for them, ina shoe horn added, in whatever she knew
they would need in order to continue thelife of a shoe that has
beendiscarded and thenrehabilitated into a different world—the
world of art.

One doesn't feel the feelings of the shoe (that’s not what
I'm describing) but the feelings that Liz Magor feels for the shoe.
Something about this shoe madeitthe chosenone. [tdidn’task to
bechosen. LizMagor choseit, based on her own intuitions, knowl-
edge, experience, and feelings, her memories and associations, her
sense of beauty and her eye for beauty in decline. These orphan
shoes seemtomelike none of them were up for the task at first, but
they make a good show of it. Objects work for us, not unwillingly,
like obedient pets, because it’s their job. These shoes were man-
ufactured by humans and for humans. Their work is not done yet.

Wedon'tknow anything moreabout the shoesbecause we
don'tknow anything more about LizMagor. She could have picked
these shoesbecause sheliked them, or because shedisliked them,
or because they gave her a charge, or because they gave her no
chargeatall. These shoes do not tellan autobiographical story.
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Sheisusing the shoes. The shoes are standing in for the entire

world of objects that canbearranged. Anartist arranges objects,
in part, to settle their interior life temporarily, to achieve a kind

of nullness. The interior becomes more null as the arrangement

becomes more perfect because the artist externalizes their inte-
rior, thus ridding them of it and coming closer to peace and calm.
Itis the most peaceful and calm thing not to have one’s interior,
to have it be outside of oneself, where it can be looked at, manip-
ulated, molded, reproduced, painted, and putin some kind of har-
mony with the things of the world, as opposed to when feelings

areinside your body and the things of the world are divided from

these feelings by the barrier of self and skin.
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Inside of Liz Magor and inside of myself are shoes, ciga-
rettes, whiskey bottles, blankets, clothes brought home from the
dry cleaner’s store, animals, boxes, leather jackets, Cheetos, choc-
olates, tree trunks, dead mice, trays.

Once these things have come out, they are not inside you
anymore. The work of theartist has made what existed inside her
intoaghost. Ifanartistlived five hundred years, athousand years,
at the end of her life there would be nothing left inside to exter-
nalize, and that would be a perfect, utterly detached existence.
She could walk through her exhibits and remember the past. This
past would be her past, and the past of history. Remember when
civilization had mice in it? Remember when it had shoes? And
whatis the difference between civilizationand one of its citizens?
Remember when | was a mouse? Remember when | was shoes?

Yes, someone says, touching the objects, touching the now-
dead me. Andyou werevery beautiful then.

Thank you,sir. I tried.

***

Liz Magor has said, “When I'm out in the world looking at things, |
look past the people and see their accoutrements, their buildings,
theiraccessoriesandimplements. When|seeamovieoraplay, I'm
clocking the sets, the costumes, the props. There is a population
of things that existsin concert with the population of people, and
the choreography between the two is so synchronized that it’s
difficult to determine who or what is directing the action.”

I have never looked at the world of things. lhave only looked
at the world of people. Perhaps that is the difference between a
sculptor and a fiction writer. | have never clocked sets, costumes,
props. | have never considered the population of things or the cho-
reography between things and people, except to feel, Thisroom
needsto betidied up.

Liz Magor's sculptures seem to me to have feelings about
being in the world of people, and they make me feel pity for the
world of things. Her shoes, boxes, sweaters, birds seem to be sink-
ing down into themselves, down into the world, as though there
is a heaviness to being an object in this teeming world of people
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who, like me, often don’t notice they're there—don't clock their
actual synchronicity with our lives. The world of things can be
guiteunloved. How s this possibleinaworld such as ours whenwe
spend so much money to acquire things, and pay so much atten-
tion to what we want toacquire,and when our things are our main
means of showing off? Because the things-in-themselves are
neglected in favor of what we ask them to mean for us.

When Liz Magor takes someone’s discarded shoes, we
understand that they already lost whatever meaning they once
hadintheworld of their originalowner. Thatis why the shoes were
thrown out. Because they became nothing.

We can look at them as independent beings now. They
lost their job, which gave them their identity, like anyone who
has over-identified with their role and then had their role snatch-
ed away.

Now they stand before us, as themselves. As objects shorn out
of the relationship that gave them their most obvious meaning.

In this way, they are humble, but they also have dignity.

One sees them and feels a bit sad. We are also shorn of our mean-
ing, of the most important relationships that were supposed to
give us our identity and our purpose on this earth—the relation-
ship of us to the cosmos, of us to nature, of us to each other, of us
to our souls, and to God. What do we have left, when all this has
gone and leftusabandoned at the used-shoe depot? Thatis how
it feels to bea human now: like we are shoes donated to a Salvation
Army. We make do the best we can.
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The Salvation Army saves the souls of these discarded objects
by putting them on offer to LizMagor, so they can be turnedinto
art, which is their salvation. They get to exist as the essence of a
shoe, without having to do the drudge-like work of a shoe. They
aredead; their souls haverisen and now they existin the symbolic
realm, just like the dead do. The dead existin ourimaginations as
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symbolic figures: mother, father. The dead shoe exists there, too.
Wewalkintothegalleryasintoamausoleum. Allartis religious art.
Even when nothing saves us.

*
* sk

“Inthis culture we have a lot of access to subjectivity. | don't need
more people,”LizMagor once said. "What | needisanunderstand-
ing of the meeting or interface of subjectivity with the material
world. | know that my mind charges the world with significance.
I don’t know if that’s innate, the product of some functionin the
brain, or whether it's learned, but I'm aware of the incessant op-
eration of meaning-making I'm engaged in, the constant appre-
hension and interpretation of everything | see or encounter. It's
exhausting really, and strangely unsatisfying. The drive to name
andunderstand and rationalize actually results in the opposite of
meaning....| need to find the equivalent of the mind in the things
that are around me so that | canrest, leave my mind in things, let
goofideas,and take abreak.”

*
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She has done this for the shoes: they are at rest, they have been
grantedabreak. Theyare notrationalized by being walked around
in. They are notuseful. They are not doing their originally intended
job. They are like a mind at rest. If the shoes are Liz Magor’'s mind,
and the shoes are at rest—off the job, as it were—then so is the
mind, divorced fromthe wayitwasintendedtoact. If theshoesare
in an alternate reality where they don't have to be shoes, maybe
in this same reality the mind doesn’t have to be a mind (always
figuring things out) and the soul doesn’t have to be a soul (always
aspiring to something greater).

Thereis nothing to figure out whenlooking at these shoes,
inthe museum. Hereis a place where your mind canrest. Your mind
doesn’t have to think about Consumerism, Capitalism, Feminism,
orArt.Itcandowhatadiscarded shoe does: nothing. It canlet go
of its originally intended job. Your mind need not name what it
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is seeing, or understand, or rationalize. It need not charge these
shoes with significance or charge their arrangement with mean-
ing. If itis possible for a shoe to step away from a foot, thenitis
possible for a mind to step away from meaning.

A shoe cannot step away from a foot, but a person canre-
move the shoe from the foot and put it ina gallery. Cana person
remove from their mind allmeaning? There will always be the feet
of the visitors, standing near the shoes, and there will always be
the minds of visitors, hovering near with meanings.

Thereis no better world, here on earth. Thereis nothing
greater. Shoes belong to feet, and minds belong to meaning.

*
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Liz Magor wrote, “My question to a writer is simply, what means
areused to empty a narrative of its ostensible subjectin order to
letit fill withits latent subject?”

The ostensible subject is always the I of the creator. The
latent subject is always the you of the viewer. The writer and the
artist empty the narrative (or the object) of the I of its creator
by continual and endless manipulation, so that what ends up on
display is something that is more a product of the creator’s aes-
thetic sense, not of their personal history. An artist’s aesthetic
sense lives inside her body like something separate from herself,
Some people call this avision. It may be the transcendent part of
ourselves—the impersonal part that apprehends on a very deep
level the actual architecture, physics, mathematics, symbolism,
and beauty of the universe. Some aspect or angle of this is what
the artistis trying to externalize. If whatis actually put forth on
display has the same dimensions, relationships, and rules asafor-
est or as the stars in the sky, then the latent you can find itself in
it—can seeitselflooking back.

No artist ever gets there completely, but this is what we
aspire to. This is what Liz Magor aspires to when she takes the
shoes and boxes, alters them, and puts them in the room; her in-
tentionis to haveallthese things assembledin suchaway that, in
essence, they give you the feeling of looking up at the sky at night,
or of gazing out at the waves of the sea, orlooking down at the
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forest floor. In all these experiences, there is space for thelatent
youtoemerge. Whichis not theyouof your personality. It is the you
denuded of yourroles, of your tasks, your responsibilities, your title,
andyour name. Thisis theyoutheartist hopestodraw forth. This
isthe same I sheaspires to be working from.And when the nasty,
bothersome, uninteresting, and claustrophobic I of rolesand re-
sponsibilities steps forth, the working has to temporarily stop.

***

“What means are used to empty a narrative of its ostensible sub-
ject?” LizMagor asks the writer. For LizMagor, the meansinvolves
changing the medium of the object as our eyes expectittobe:yarn
is now steel. She also displaces locale and function.

What about the writer, who is ostensibly writing about
her mother, but the latent subject is something else: say the idea
of motherinthe mind of reader, or the reader’s own mother, or her
ownself?

The processis the same: the more the material of language
is manipulated from its source—the original expression on the
page—themorethenarrativeisemptied of itsostensible subject, I.
The subject becomes itself—thelanguage, the sentences, the flow,
the music, the harmony and unity of the whole, of the paragraphs
and the words.

Theartist does thistoo, aswhenLizMagor oncesaid, “I try
in the studio to perform the inquiry in a different way each time,
coming atthe same question from a differentangle. Whatifthere’s
more color, more beauty? What if there’s more systemand rigor?
Whatif there's a narrative drive? What if there’s more feeling? How
does the scale work? Where does the thing rest or sit?”

The writer asks, “What if there’s more rhythm? What if
there’sless? What if there’s more sense? What if there’s less? What
if there’s more story? What if there’s less? What if there’s more
character? Whatif there’s less?”

Theidealwe shareis the same: as much color, beauty, system,
rigor, narrative drive, feeling, scale and rhythm, sense and story and
character as thereis in the great, impersonal universe which we, as
humans, encounter.
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This is why making art never gets old. The task is a deeply
impossible one. Itisanideal one. It tugs onall ourideals—that we
could beimpersonal enough to impersonate the truly beautiful,
absolutely complex, rich with meaning and meaningless universe.

Ashoehasnolessrightstoberepresentative of the Totality
thanthestarsinthe sky themselves do. And the studio whereone
tinkers, or the document on the computer, can be a laboratory
as bursting with possibilities (and only one right, possible out-
come) as the laboratory of the human soul. The heaviness of Liz
Magor’s sculptures, the way they seem to sink in on themselves,
is because of theirabsolute humility. The great saints say the first
step towards God is humility. These shoes are taking their first
step towards God. They are blushing. They blush to be seen doing
this, and they blush at their grand aspiration. They blush in their
nakedness; the naked ambition of matter to be more—to be the
site of everythingand theideal, while existing as the particularand
the degraded. Any prayer could begin, lam adiscarded shoe, who
was foundby anartist,and put here. | pray tobe muchmorethanashoe,
and|praytobemuchlessthanashoe,andlpraytobenotmoreorless
than ashoe. Help me, God, for | find it impossible to be all of these, or
any of these, or neither.

| could say a prayer for her shoes: May you be morethana
shoe, and less than a shoe,and only a shoe. | could pray for the feet
of the visitors: May your feet be cushioned in a pair of shoes you will
seeno causetodiscard. Thisis a prayer to God, Don'tdiscard me.
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