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Shannon Ebner interviewed
by Rhea Anastas

Rhea Anastas How did you begin
working on the exhibition at the Institute
of Contemporary Art, Miami? What were
the working questions?

Shannon Ebner The show took a while
to settle, mostly because | was working

on two ongoing projects, and one thing
they had in common were long, drawn-out
periods of not-settling. So finding a way

to bring the two projects together and rep-
resent them within the space of an exhibi-
tion became the challenge. The two proj-
ects | am speaking of are a series of works
| have been making around photographs
of the letter A and a long-form poem | was
developing called “Auto Body Collision”
Part of the challenge was that | didnt want
to do a show that presented either of these
projects definitively. | also knew that |
didn’t want to create a narrative between
older and newer works, like placing older
works in proximity to the two projects to
set up that type of narrative in the work.

RA Holding myself back from asking
something like, “Isn’t an exhibition a
problem for you, something that you have
to resist?’ I'll narrow my focus to viewer
experience and audiences, to receiving.

A part of this is the discursivity that can
result from combining projects.

SE | did know that | wanted to make an
exhibition that would be in my time and
that would be a new iteration of these
projects based on new parameters. In this
way, the ICA Miami and working with Alex
Gartenfeld became for me almost a blank
slate. The discursivity of combining proj-
ects is probably where the resistance—or
is it more like trouble? —begins. That's if
trouble in its negative connotation is put
to positive effect here. Exhibitions are
problems because they become a problem
about how to unfix or unrest work based
on the challenges and conditions each
occasion presents. So the ICA Miami pres-
ents different conditions from the High
Line commission A HUDSON YARD or

the Graphic Arts Biennial in Ljubljana or

a commercial gallery space or Erika Vogt's
Performa project Artist Theatre Program,
Lava plus Knives, which will feature more
A's, but different from before and different
from what is at the ICA Miami.

RA I've wanted to ask for a while, what
does black and white mean for you?

SE It means a way of seeing the world that
doesn't exist in reality; it's a way of seeing
the world that is about difference. Working
now with electronic images, there is every
time this choice: keep color or discard that
information. And so every time, the choice
is really an act, an act of discarding the
color information from the images. There
has always been this whole “photography
is writing with light” thing. | think more
along the lines of the action—that | can
write with black ink on a world that's in
shades of gray.

RA What did you mean by the blank slate?
The exhibition | can discern from the
model, and being in your studio has a
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narrative texture, and so from the Black
Box Collision A room to A HUDSON YARD
is less a sequence and more a script

or a trail—of crumbs—of A’s? [laughs]

SE If you start out by saying that this
show will exhibit photographs of the letter
A and that is your template, then what
goes into that form?The A’s that are in
Black Box Collision A place those images
into a system, so now how do | take them
out, how do | get my A’s into a different
jam, say, proliferate them into the streets
of New York City for A HUDSON YARD
where they can go back into the landscape
of advertising and get into the mix in
public. And what happens when the
posters from A HUDSON YARD come inside
and get pasted onto the walls of the ICA
Miami, displaced from the west side of
downtown Manhattan but now in a city
that is thick with its own real estate issues
and debates? A Public Character is the title
of the show; it’s also a video that | am still
finishing for the show (gasp)! The video

is my version of an essay, and | say that
pretty loosely. So this overlapping that you
speak of, and the blank slate | mentioned,
are just ways of asking, how do | compli-
cate the logic and arrive at new and unfore-
seen ways of playing the work?

RA Or, how you can continue the logic

in multiple ways. At the same time, your
work may explode the categories, or con-
tainers, of book and exhibition. As a model
for this, | could refer the reader to some-
thing like Dexter Sinister’s idea of form

as “a way of thinking’/ invoking your long-
term collaboration with Dexter Sinister
and David Reinfurt.

SE The book and exhibition have become
very entangled for me, which can be liber-
ating and confining, seeing that they are
very different entities. While one may
inform the other, it’s difficult to bend an
exhibition, to ask that it has the agility

of layout in a book, and vice versa. One
thing that has come up with the ICA show
is that | just published the “Auto Body
Collision” book with the Carnegie’s
Hillman Photography Initiative. By nature
of being published, it is complete, and
what that sense of completion has done
for me is provided a way, through typogra-
phy, that the poem can be published in its
entirety alongside the images, as equiva-
lents.The designer (Mark Owens) and |
had to work hard to achieve that, but it
was really important to me to find that
balance where a font could sit alongside
images and really hold its own. When |

go to install the images from “Auto Body
Collision” it is difficult that the poem is
not in the same room as the work, and

so this is a new and interesting problem.

RA | think you may be talking about

the viewer or the reader in your work.

In this exhibition, two bodies of work, two
worlds, are made to have relationships

to each other: “Auto Body Collision” and
the work you have done around photo-
graphing the letter A. Is it really important
that these come to the viewer directly and
accessibly, without the aid of written medi-
ating elements? As you say, “Auto Body
Collision” the poem is not in the same
room as the work. Still, | can point to con-
crete uses of form and scale, such as A
SELF, the new print that started from

book layouts of “Auto Body Collision” of
near-human scale and through production
and a going-back-into that is about plea-
sure and play, here is this vertical figural
(anthropomorphic) print for the exhibition.

SE What | would call self-reflexivity
acknowledges the position of the maker
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and thinker of the work as part of one
and the same feedback loop. It’s true,

| do derive a lot of pleasure from pieces
that emerge from the work, and A SELF
is really just that.
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Text by Jacob Lillemose

Let's be honest: the discipline of modern
art history is seldom a whole lot of fun.
Sure, occasionally it allows for subtle con-
ceptual trickery or sexually screwed-up
visuals, but overall, it demands serious-
ness and respectful reflection. Think about
it: when was the last time an art historian
or curator told you a joke, let alone a joke
about art, that made you laugh? But: if
the classrooms in which the discipline

is taught looked anything like Malmé
Konsthall during its recent show, the
situation most likely would be different.

With elements of both sharp satire
and slapstick, “Ad Reinhardt — Art vs.
History” provided a liberating lesson in
“how to look” at modern art and related
phenomena.The walls were covered
with floor-to-ceiling reproductions of
Reinhardt’s numerous art comics made
from the middle of the 1940s through the
end of the 1960s, turning the place into
a kind of walk-in cartoon. In the center
of the space, the papers and magazines
in which the comics were originally printed
were on display together with various
sketches and texts, giving rich insight
into the cultural contexts, craftsmanship,
and process involved in the work. It was
a straightforward and informative setup
that accommodated the general public
as well as art historical insiders.

The show also featured a slideshow
presentation of a selection of the more
than ten thousand photographs of build-
ings, signs, and structures that Reinhardt
took while traveling during the 1950s, and
which he used for lectures until his death
in 1967. Curated by Malmo Konsthall’s
departing director Diana Baldon, “Ad
Reinhardt — Art vs. History” was the first-
ever large-scale presentation of this lesser
known aspect of Reinhardt’s work in
Europe, where he is still associated with
his monochromatic black canvases. As
such, the show had a definite must-see
quality, but more than that, it emphasized
that the comics, as well as the photo-
graphs, were not simply a pastime for
Reinhardt, but an integral part of his
personal views on modern art. While
he famously claimed that “Art is Art.
Everything Else is Everything Else’
he, like other artists of his generation,
was simultaneously engaged with the
significance of the disciplines, institutions,
and discourses that frame access to art.
Seen in this perspective, the comics
and photographs constituted a means
to understand—and protect—the purity
of art that Reinhardt manifested in
his paintings.

A recurrent element in the comics
spells this out. A man stands in front of
an abstract painting of intersecting lines,
points at it, laughs, and says, “What does
this represent?” The painting turns into an
angry face and points its finger at the man,
responding, “What do you represent?” The
man is literally blown back. Hence, while
delivered with humor, the message is nev-
ertheless pointed and critical. Modern




