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What Is It? 

Perhaps, it goes without saying—and yet I’ll say it: writing about art 

is not literature because it has an object that exists. It has an object 

that is not strictly imaginary, as are the objects of novels and stories, 

but then again, it is also not strictly concrete either. This is because, 

first, the object of art writing, like that of any other writing, is not 

there. The art object is absent to the writing; all that lies within the 

reach of the author and reader alike is “writing (storing) writing—no 

more, no less,”1 as Friedrich Kittler puts it. Second, the object of art 

writing, unlike that of most other writing, is one to which we do tend 

to grant an imaginary status. 

 Why mention any of this now, again? Because David Schafer 

is an artist who reads a great deal of writing about art—as well as 

that about architecture, design, music, and many more things be-

sides—and often responds to it in his work. It is characteristic of his 

practice that the written response to art is in turn responded to artis-

tically, which is not to suggest that Schafer makes art about writing 

about art (or that he makes what is disparagingly termed “theory-

driven art”); rather, he acknowledges the dialogical element implicit 

within it. Moreover, one could say that inasmuch as his work stands 
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its ground on this point, it proclaims the dialogical element as im-

plicit in all works.  

 Once we can no longer consider the work of art as a wholly-

made imaginary thing, it confronts us instead as a complex sedi-

mentation of worldly givens and ideational variables, each of which 

is comprised as much of word-things as thing-words. This analytical 

description of the creative work is very much the product of a certain 

moment in art education that Schafer and I have shared, and it is 

modeled on a selection of theoretical texts that continue to rever-

berate in our thoughts—notably, Roland Barthes’s “From Work to 

Text” and Michel Foucault’s “What Is an Author?”2 These no longer 

provide the core principles of the art school curriculum, and it is for 

this reason that I want to recall them here. The 1980s, our “forma-

tive period,” is now itself often written off as “theory-driven,” but it 

would be more accurate to say that it was a time when art and writ-

ing had managed to define a point of common interest in the analyti-

cal object. At any rate, it is precisely this “kind” of object that takes 

shape at the intersection between Schafer’s practice and this essay.

 What is it? The analytical object must first be distinguished 

from the real and existing object that one confronts in person, “out 

there” in the world. Whether organic or artificial, constructed from 

scratch or found already made, the real and existing object is charac-

terized by its integrity, a being-for-itself that corresponds to its apart-

ness from us. In contrast, the analytical object is one already under-

going the process of intellectual appropriation, which also always 

entails some degree of decomposition. From thing to idea to word 
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and so on, the real and existing object is broken down into parts asit 

is analyzed. Simple enough when considered from the perspective 

of one who writes about art—as even the most anodyne forms of 

“objective” description constitute an assault on the integrity of their 

object—the analytical object is somewhat more difficult to imagine 

from the perspective of the artist. To merely reverse the course of 

the breakdown would be to tell only half of the story, since Schafer’s 

work is not only made out of words, but also the things that they re-

late to, in whole and in part. Moreover, the objective outcome of this 

making does not confront us with its integrity restored. Comprised of 

broken-up parts, it will remain to the end a pieced-together thing.

 All artists furnish us with potentially analytical objects inas-

much as any work can be analyzed. Some artists insist on analysis, 

whereas others evade it; Schafer does both—which is also to say, 

neither. As pieced-together things, his works have already processed 

their breakdown, rendering any further analysis somewhat redun-

dant. If Sigmund Freud has very little to say about cinema, for exam-

ple, this is because it not only anticipates his questions, but enacts 

them in its form. Much the same holds true for the work “at hand,” 

which—like all of Schafer’s work, only perhaps more so—does not 

readily cede to analysis, assuming instead a more proactive, autho-

rial role in the process.

 The imaginary line that connects the art object to the sub-

jectivity of the artist has already been cut. Schafer’s work is scrupu-

lously emptied of any interiority that one might want to ascribe to 

him alone. There is no individual source from which everything that 



comprises the work—all the various parts that could be extracted 

from it under analysis—is seen to emanate. But there is a point at 

which they converge, and that is right where you and I are.

 

A. I Don’t Know…

In order to analyze an analytical object, one must undergo a process 

of self-analysis. Such an object prompts this approach by at first 

begging the questions that are put to it, only to turn them back out, 

one after another, onto its audience. In this way, it makes explicit 

the fact that one cannot really know anything outside oneself; what-

ever is known has been taken in, consumed, and digested, and is 

thereby no longer what it originally was. By way of its breakdown, 

the object is converted into images, concepts, and words, which can 

only attend to parts of the whole and, moreover, to only those parts 

that are, to an extent, already known. In its pieced-together structure, 

Schafer’s work reflects and reenacts the psychic trials that we un-

dergo before it.

 The imagination, that faculty of ours that is charged with gen-

erating images—as though “out of the blue,” sui generis—should 

have no say in this closed circuit of exchange but, here at least, it 
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would appear that it does. Accordingly, one might want to approach 

the work somewhat like a Rorschach Blot that not only causes the 

imaginative process of free association, but also encodes the effects 

of this process. What is it? When the question is posed by a psycho-

analyst, the only wrong answer would be the right one: “It is a Ror-

schach Blot.” In the psychiatric context, the point is not to determine 

what the thing is in itself, but what it is to you, the analysand. For the 

specific purposes of this exercise, therefore, it would be better to ask: 

“What do you see in it?” Or even, as a preemptive strike on whatever 

it is in The Real that is blocking the way to The Imaginary: “What 

does the ink-blot resemble?” To put it this way is to come a little bit 

closer to the context of art, but we are not there yet, as art does not 

take sides. Rather, it asks us to keep both questions in mind through-

out the course of analysis: “What is it (in itself)?” and “What does it 

look like (to you)?”

 Let’s imagine a being for whom the first question is simply 

unanswerable. This being would have to be a blank slate, totally 

oblivious to art and to life as well, having crashed to earth from a 

distant planet, let’s say, without any knowledge of its nature and 

customs. Landing right outside the Huntington Hospital in Pasadena, 

California, the first thing it encounters is David Schafer’s sculpture, 

Separated United Forms (2009), newly installed right between the 

parking lot and California Street. What is it? Either the form of this 

thing will be recognized, or not. We may assume that for an alien, as 

for ourselves, the first impression of this unknown thing will either 

fall in or fall out of registration with something else that is known.



 In that interim period between knowing and not, we are grant-

ed some speculative leeway in regard to the facts “on the ground.” 

Our alien would not necessarily understand the work as a work, let 

alone a work of art. As noted, this being might actually relate to it 

as another being, one that could then be compared to whatever it 

understands itself to be. By way of example, one might imagine a 

form of alien life that would not move through space and time as we 

do, but rather appear, all at once, in different locations while remain-

ing perfectly still. If this alien being were also blob-like and made of 

metal, then the sculpture could appear to it as a kin. If not, it would 

instead appear alien, and consequently perhaps be construed as a 

representative form of terrestrial life. To think in this way is admit-

tedly fanciful, but it is not without some justification. 

 Ignoring for a moment the sculpture’s placement before the 

hospital, let’s consider instead the fact that it stands between a park-

ing structure, where cars are at rest, and the street, where they are 

in motion. This, combined with the observation that people rarely 

walk in Los Angeles and are more often seen behind the wheel of 

their vehicles, might lead to the assumption that earth is inhabited 

by cars rather than people. If humankind is only seen to exist in-

side the car, then, in the imagination at least, it can be subsumed to 

the car’s internal machinery. Since the object in question conforms 

more to the scale of the cars that surround it than to the scale of the 

people inside those cars, it would not be unreasonable to see these 

two things as related. True, this particular thing bears only a passing 

resemblance to a car, but whatever perceptions of structural irregu-
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larity persist under these conditions can be explained as an effect of 

its liminal state. Caught between inside and out, motion and rest, the 

car-like quality of the thing may be \suspended as merely provision-

al. Whatever it might be, then, it is still becoming.

 The figure of the alien comes to mind only because Schafer’s 

sculpture resembles one. That is, to a human observer, it is not only 

alien in the sense of being utterly unfathomable and unlikely, it also 

“looks like” an alien. The degree of its morphological divergence 

from all that is accepted by us as belonging to the natural world is 

the measure of its other-ness, but this other-ness also bears cer-

tain irrefutable markers of the same, and these answer instead to 

a homegrown cultural construction of alien life. For instance, one 

might catch in it a glimpse of the chaotically mutating creature from 

The Blob, that early-1960s conflation of Sci-Fi and JD (Juvenile De-

linquent) genres, right along with its still-playful intimations of the 

postwar catastrophe of corporate over-reach and unchecked con-

sumerism. Those who grew up in the period of the film’s release will 

perhaps appreciate the way that the sculpture’s biomorphism alludes 

to both the space-monster’s abject condition and the sublime aspira-

tions inherent in the film’s small-town space-age milieu. These older 

viewers may experience the work’s alternation between arbitrariness 

and determination, formlessness and form, as tensed, even anxious; 

whereas for the younger ones, all such contradictions will have been 

resolved already. Whether the alien is literally “not of this world” or 

a direct outcome of our technocratic assault on organic structure 

will become increasingly irrelevant to every next generation that 



emerges out of the second “Big Bang.” Even an atom-age creature 

like Godzilla was still prone to side with children against the order 

of their elders, but in the wake of Pikachu—arguably, the closest 

pop-cultural cousin of the work on offer—the mutant no longer 

stands to indict anyone.

 As the cultural references begin piling up, we have already 

traveled a long way from what might be termed an innocent encoun-

ter, which is what I had hoped to entertain with the figure of the lost 

alien. Obviously, one cannot understand the condition of alienation 

in anything but relative terms, or more to the point, in relation to 

what is not alien. Nevertheless, the assumption of a distanced and 

uninformed vantage on art is occasionally encouraged by the work 

itself, especially when it appears outside its proper context. When it is 

met outside “in the world,” as this work is, then it asks to be judged 

in worldly, as well as aesthetic, terms. The aesthetic is that part of 

the work that is variable and, when it is sealed off from the givens of 

the outlying reality by the architectural framework of the gallery, this 

condition is raised to the level of an absolute. Inside the so-called 

“white cube,” the work could be anything and yet it is this and only 

this. What is it? Here, the question is answered categorically: it is art. 

Outside, this crucial determination may be deferred for a moment. 

B. I Don’t Know, But…

So far, the work has been described as a singular thing even though 

it is, in the main, comprised of two discrete parts. Moreover, it is 

largely in response to this two-part composition that the theme of 
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resemblance is raised in the first place, since these parts closely 

resemble each other. They share the same scale, the same general 

shape, the same material make-up, the same dark-gray/brown col-

oration and the same smooth matte surface. Each part is “all of one 

part,” in the language of Donald Judd, meaning that it confronts us 

as a unified mass devoid of internal compositional relations; yet, at 

the same time, it is one that is inscribed throughout with subdivid-

ing striations in a way that recalls the chassis of older model cars, 

when these were molded from a single sheet of steel. The deter-

mined articulation of the work’s surface might suggest an underlying 

bone structure and musculature that is animal-like. Accordingly, as 

with most animals, the unified quality of the exterior may come to 

be seen as a kind of skin, drawn taught over a multiplicity of parts 

inside. To extrapolate from the external givens, the disposition of 

the interior is to cross the threshold of appearance, to project; now 

one may conceive of the two parts of the work as belonging to the 

same genus or species, while remaining nevertheless distinct. The 

two parts of the work share the same parts, but in different combina-

tion, which gives rise to the thought that they are particular instances 

of a general type of creature. From a distance, at first glance, or in 

passing (as behind the wheel of a car), these two might appear to be 

mirroring one another. This impression stems from the vague sense 

that, first, they are standing, and second, they are standing face to 

face. Raised off the ground on foot-like extensions, they assume a 

particular posture in regard to each other that is evidently not re-

laxed, or not entirely so. As with larger mammals such as the bison, 



rhinoceros, or whale, one can begin to discern an enlarged front—

what might be designated as the prow of the animal—that tapers off 

in back. In this way, front to front, they seem to be locked in confron-

tation, “facing off.”

 There are intimations of drama in the way the two parts of the 

work are configured. Were there only one, it would certainly be more 

disorienting to us and yet more stable in itself. A viewer might not be 

tempted to assign it a front and back at all; alone, it would be simply 

encountered as a curious shape. It is the two-part composition of the 

work that invites narrative in-reading, suggesting relations of attrac-

tion and/or repulsion, the push and pull of an elemental life-force, 

between them. 

 Linguistics tells us that repetition, doubling, is at the root of 

meaning-making. When one “wild sound” is followed by another 

just like it, that likeness signals the emergence of a structuring intent, 

a primal speech. Similarly, within psychoanalysis, it is telling that 

the onset of identity occurs before a mirror: in the so-called “mirror-

stage,” we observe an infant doubled by its reflection, joined into 

one by splitting in two. The sound repeated, like the figure reflected, 

enters into the symbolic order as a re-presentation. The aforemen-

tioned Rorschach Blot is founded on a similar principle, which is 

why it furnishes us with such an apt analogy to Schafer’s sculpture. 

Whatever one imagines it is and/or appears to be, this much is clear: 

it has to do with communication. 

 We can arrive at this conclusion without identifying the object 

in question as a work of art, and it might even be preferable not to 
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do so just yet, as this would certainly limit the range of our specula-

tions on and around it. However, at this point, we have already as-

sumed it to be a work of some sort and therefore something that did 

not arise organically up from the earth or fall magically down from 

the sky. The moment we recognize that our object is made to mean, 

we are no longer able to freely project onto it any meaning we wish. 

This thing is now charged with a communicative agency that some 

may find threatening.

C. I Do Know, But…

Those who know what art is, but only in the most rudimentary 

sense—stopping far short of developing any authentic interest in 

the matter—will at least understand the work in question as a type 

of public sculpture. They will be able to read the cues that deter-

mine its status as such: that it stands beside a large public building 

where people from all parts of the city come and go; that it stands 

outside in the open, available to all, but without serving any obvi-

ous purpose; that it stands there “honorifically,” set apart from the 

surrounding grass on a neat rectangle of smooth concrete that has 

been embedded, here and there, with spotlight fixtures to illuminate 

it at night; that it stands at a scale that may be described as “heroic,” 

smaller than the buildings around it, yet larger than the people that 

move about those buildings; that it stands still, having been made 

of metal, and moreover of bronze, the emblematic material of public 

sculpture, which we experience as weighty, immovable, permanent. 

On every count, Schafer’s work conforms to our expectations of what 



public sculpture generally is. As to what it might be more specifi-

cally, however, the work will prove more resistant.

 No doubt, it is due to the sense that it will outlast us that pub-

lic sculpture can still provoke a public otherwise largely indifferent to 

art. An enduring aspect is implicit in all works, but here it is explic-

itly declared, and it is precisely the public nature of this declaration, 

addressed as it is to one and all, that can rub the wrong way. We all 

have a stake in what will outlast us, as this also is what we collective-

ly bequeath to the coming generations: our cultural legacy. Schafer’s 

sculpture may strike some as deficient in this respect, since it does 

not commemorate, ennoble, or redeem any part of our experience 

in such a way as to prepare it for history. Instead, it simply stays put; 

it “stands its ground”—I want to say, tauntingly, even if this applies 

only to those who are put off by it—without standing for anything 

in particular.

 Those who have dutifully submitted their critiques to the local 

press exercise their knowledge of what art is only to determine what 

it is not. In order to declare something inartistic, that is, one must 

first be able to recognize it as a work of art. Accordingly, Schafer’s 

sculpture has been derided as ugly and stupid, a dismal assessment 

that simultaneously denies it the possibility of being conceptually 

knowing in regard to its form and unknowingly formal. In this way, 

whatever it is or appears to be can be dismissed as accidental, as 

when one observer pronounced the work a “turd.” Others have 

assumed the problem with it to be entirely intended, a “slap in the 

face,” as when one particular observer peered “through” the per-
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plexing shapes of Schafer’s sculpture and made out heaps of fat, 

and by extension, a mean-spirited swipe at the obese. The artist 

told me about a woman who went so far as to charge the Pasadena 

Arts Council with obscenity, seeing the work as a grotesque compen-

dium of sexual organs and nothing else. None of these interpreta-

tions is necessarily wrong since, as mentioned, the work is as ame-

nable as a Rorschach Blot to our various projections, whatever these 

might consist of.

 Having identified the work in question as a type of public 

sculpture, we may now give that type a name: abstraction. Here, 

again, the determination is made on the basis of the work’s diver-

gence from all that is known and familiar to us, but within this dif-

ference, something must also be recognized. It does not exactly 

resemble anything under the sun except for one thing, and that is 

abstract sculpture in the most general sense. This point might not be 

fully appreciated by an only partly informed audience, who will tend 

to approach abstraction in a manner that is either more open 

(it could be anything) or closed (it is this and only this). For this seg-

ment of the public, abstraction is either conducive to the free play 

of the imagination or more like a problem to solve. Feces, fat, sex-

organs—all of these answer the question “What is it?” in terms of 

“What does it look like to you?” without accounting for the possibil-

ity of difference between them. A more dialectical approach will help 

us avoid the extremes of over-estimation and under-estimation that 

come with this “middle-brow” territory, where abstraction can only 

be judged wholly original or else wholly derivative, but never self-



knowing in regard to its history and present-day circumstance.

 And yet there remains a vague suspicion that the sculpture 

“itself” actually does know something and perhaps even knows 

more than you do. Those that have felt compelled to vent publicly 

on and about this public work may well be airing an authentic 

grievance in this regard. Within their angry words one can detect 

a kind of anxiety that cannot be confined to any one work in par-

ticular but, rather, takes in abstraction in general, the very existence 

of which is somehow deemed to be personally insulting. It is as a 

generic example of abstract art that Schafer’s work is taken to task 

by this public, provoking an outcry that those among us who are 

more analytically disinterested may find utterly disproportionate 

to what it is more specifically. 

 The vehemence of this response reveals much more about 

the subject than the object in question, but this does not make it 

wrong. As noted, what we are considering here is a public work of 

abstract sculpture that resembles many different things to many dif-

ferent people, and this is because it resembles no one thing exactly. 

Even if it is to be categorized as abstract rather than figurative, it is 

not in a way that would resolve the problem it poses to us once and 
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for all, as it only inclines more to one side than the other by a few 

degrees. This difference is not really one of kind; even to those who 

are more favorably inclined toward abstract sculpture in general, this 

particular work will still only look like the abstraction one might want 

it to be—in the sense of being so fully, autonomously, and thereby 

released from likeness altogether. Even here, among a somewhat 

more informed public of “art lovers,” there persists a nagging per-

ception that the work remains either too open or closed. This shape-

shifting function is integral to its design as an analytical object: it 

can be anything to anyone, but this is not to suggest that it is in itself 

anything, that it is unmotivated and arbitrary—to the contrary.

D. I Do Know, And…

As we transition from not-knowing to knowing, our interpretation of 

the work will not necessarily gain in accuracy, as accuracy is rather a 

matter of representation. To measure the degree of overlap between 

a representational word and a presentational thing, one must first 

assume that they exist apart, which is exactly what we have so far 

avoided. Again, our object is analytical; it is, from the outset, com-

prised as much of word-things as thing-words.

 With respect to what it is or appears to be, feces, fat and sex-

organs may strike us as highly subjective interpretations—and they 

are, but that is not all that they are. Even as expressions of a woe-

fully under-examined subconscious, all of the above demonstrate 

some sensitivity at least to the objective fact of the sculpture’s siting. 

Here, the response actually meets with the artist’s own expectations, 



as it is not for nothing that Schafer placed his work on the grounds 

of a hospital, a building where stool samples are in fact taken, body 

weight measured, and private parts exposed. 

 As mentioned, Schafer was schooled in the early 1980s 

when, under the influence of postmodern theory, artistic practices 

were formulated in direct critical opposition to the modern and to 

its ideal of autonomous abstract form. On this point, as well, a tacit 

agreement may be noted between the artist and the most hostile 

segment of his audience: neither side can be counted among ab-

straction’s “true-believers.” Moreover, both consider abstraction a 

historical convention already, one wholly implicated in the so-called 

“dominant order” and compromised by it and all its attendant 

institutions—and thereby not really autonomous at all. Every attack 

on the work only reinforces the critical assumptions that underwrite 

it, demonstrating the downside of autonomy as a modernist ideal 

of inner-aesthetic self-sufficiency and outward indifference, both of 

which are now as vulnerable to critique as the thing-in-itself. In this 

way, as well, the work can be seen as both the cause and effect of 

what we do before it; for one cannot recognize it as an abstraction 

without also contending with the thought of failure, even disaster, 

as it pertains to the abstracted object as much as the abstracted 

subject—that is, oneself.

 This work of abstract art has been placed outside a hospital; 

there it awaits our diagnosis. Depending on who delivers it, this di-

agnostic will tend to vary, but on one point all agree: it is grim. Inas-

much as the work relates to the body—to its public and private pre-
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sentation and representation, to its perceived outside and inside, 

to its objective relation to the knowing and unknowing subject, to 

its condition from the perspective of both life and art (which must 

also take into account whatever bearing the one might have on 

the other)—it is clear that this is a body in crisis. The word “crisis” 

furnishes the etymological link between diagnosis and critique 

and, here at least, lends to its exercise a palpable urgency. By any 

estimation, this is an unstable body. It is changing, and due to its 

placement on the hospital grounds, one must assume that it is not 

changing for the better. 

 It is certainly paradoxical that such a work, which is made 

of enduring and timeless bronze to suit the category of the ab-

stract public sculpture in the most conventional sense, should 

come fraught with intimations of abject impermanence. One 

would not be prone to fantasizing so anxiously before a sculpture 

by Henry Moore, for instance, and so it is even more paradoxical 

that it is in fact Moore who has provided Schafer with the model 

for this form. Moore, the post-war exemplar of the civic sculptor, 

a “master” of what is now known, not without derision, as “soft 

modernism,” is at the root of the work “at hand.” To put it glibly, 

one could say that Schafer’s handling of this art historical prec-

edent comes down to a joke, as it works to make literal the soft-

ness of Moore’s modernism. Here, once again, the artist appears 

to be siding with his anti-art opposition, but jokes are supposed 

to make us laugh, and no such release is to be gained from this 

particular work.



 To preclude the release of laughter is possibly the most de-

liberate thing that Schafer has done here, for no matter where one 

stands on the scale between knowing and not, there is no privileged 

vantage from which anything like a punch-line can be received. In 

this regard, those who do not even see the work as a work, let alone 

a work of art, are really no wiser than those who do. Those who 

believe that abstract art is a joke on them and those who believe 

that the joke is rather on abstract art will remain to the end equally 

oblivious as to what this joke might actually be, if it even is a joke. 

We have determined that Schafer’s original inspiration is a work by 

Henry Moore, an all-too appropriate and hence somewhat humor-

ous source for a work of abstract public sculpture. But unlike the 

treatment that he received at the hands of Martin Kippenberger, for 

instance, who pushed Moore’s empathetic distortions of natural form 

into the realm of outright bathos in his Familie Hunger (The Hunger 

Family, 1985), Schafer steers clear of caricature. His stake in the mat-

ter of modernism as historical inheritance is more measured, nu-

anced and, at the same time, more speculative.

 As it happens, Schafer pulled his model—Reclining Form is its 

title: this much is stated on the plaque that accompanies Separated 

United Forms—from the collection of the Norton Simon Museum 

of Art, which, not incidentally, is close to where his work winds up 

once finished. In its original form, the chosen Henry Moore sculpture 

assumes the table-top scale of a modest sculptural sketch, relatively 

free of the existential-heroic associations conjured up by his best-

known works. Certainly, one will also find some humor in the scale 
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shift that it undergoes in the process of translation, but much more 

significant are its inner-aesthetic compositional shifts. Transitioning 

between the Norton Simon Museum and the Huntington Hospital, 

the chosen Moore, first had to pass through another civic portal, this 

one virtual. Scanned inside the museum vault by Art Center College 

of Design’s digital technician under guarded view by security 

officers and the curatorial staff, its sculptural form was encoded as 

information. It is the virtual ghost of this emphatically actual, hand-

made thing that was then recomposed, by Schafer, into something 

very different. The resulting digital files were next brought to the 

Machine Histories facility in Los Angeles, where further sampling 

and 3D modeling was performed in preparation for the mold making 

and casting process of the finished work at the Walla Walla Foundry. 

There is some humor in this as well, and it follows through the entire 

cycle of production: Schafer’s reworked Henry Moore is at last re-

turned, as a dematerialized data, to the foundry, its place of origin, 

where it is rematerialized as a bronze sculpture. 

 The play between these two contexts, the digital lab and the 

foundry, is pointed in regard to our ostensibly post-industrial mo-

ment, emphasizing what Marx designates as “non-synchronous” 

in all historical experience. The uneven development of productive 

forces and their corresponding social relations is simply a given with-

in the context of art, though it is often overshadowed by the allure of 

“The New.” Not here: Schafer’s sculpture takes its problematic shape 

at the juncture of the new-fangled and the old-fashioned. Both quali-

ties are evident in the form of the work, neither one predominating. 



Past and future tenses are layered upon it as sedimented deposits 

of a voyage that has taken it from a space of artistic reception (mu-

seum), via art school, to a space of artistic production (foundry). That 

the work’s final destination (hospital) has nothing intrinsically to do 

with art at all is what keeps this narrative from simply turning back on 

itself in a way that would resolve it for those of us “in the know.”

 It has not been made only for us; this much is evident in the 

work’s siting as much as its form, which is, as mentioned, two-part. 

These two parts describe a relation that is dynamic, perhaps even 

dramatic, but one that, as sculpture, is also inherently static. If, as 

suggested, these parts can be understood as entities frozen in an act 

of mutual observation, it cannot be ascertained whether they do or 

do not recognize one another. This “face off,” and the indeterminacy 

that enfolds it, allegorically mirrors our precarious encounter with the 

work of art and, through this work, with ourselves and each other. 

E. All of the Above

A disclaimer: as this essay begins to approach its conclusion, I want 

to counter any expectations of a final reveal. This is not the place to 

correct “the error of our ways” in regard to all that has been covered 

already in the way of analysis. The assumption that there actually 

does exist a single right answer to the question asked of us—what is 

it?—belongs only to those who have remained faithful to the cult of 

the author as the keeper of the hermeneutic key, the “last word” on 

what it is. Even so, what if this author had intentionally surrendered 

any such hold over the meaning of his work? What if this author had 
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intentionally ceded the privilege of authorship to his audience? One 

might now assume that, in the interest of analysis, “anything goes,” 

and consequently seize upon “all of the above” as the answer that 

trumps all the others. It would certainly not be wrong to do so, but 

this does not necessarily make it right.    

 The two parts of the work are derived from a single whole that 

appeared, to Schafer, to be splitting apart somewhat like a cell or an 

atom is split. With the assistance of computer technology, the artist 

simply carried this process of splitting through to its end, drawing 

two discrete forms out of the one. These resulting forms are at once 

same and other, comprising a related set of physical traits but in dif-

ferent combination. Whatever the work might look like to you, this at 

least can be declared objectively: it consists of two parts that look like 

each other, but not entirely. And it is entirely due to the perception of 

a general resemblance between them that we come to understand 

these two parts as non-identical in the particular. Because there are 

two, the analysis that follows will have to be comparative, deflected 

from the thing in itself to a relation between things. As with a pair of 

twins, or even clones, one impulsively scans the two parts for signs 

of divergence. One would like to deliver the verdict that would break 

their stalemate: declaring one side more right, more just, and/or more 

beautiful than the other. 

 In order to diagnose the condition of a body, one must have 

recourse to a standard of health, and much the same goes for the 

work of art. Whether it is considered individually, or else collec-

tively—and these terms are telling: as a “body of work,” an aesthetic 



“corpus”—the measure of art’s ill-health can only be taken against a 

standard of well-being. If, in the postwar years, so many artists in the 

West embraced abstraction as a means of radical reduction, purg-

ing their art of all but the essentially organic, it was in pursuit of just 

such a standard. Here, it is recognized that the first casualty of war 

had been mankind’s own self-image and that to restore this self-im-

age must therefore be a first priority in any plan for reconstruction. 

The challenge to re-humanize the experience of art is echoed on all 

sides of the cultural debate in response to the dehumanization of 

war, but nowhere is it met more directly than in the studio of Henry 

Moore, whose entire practice boils down to whatever it is that consti-

tutes the living nature of the living thing. To distill the vital life-princi-

ple into concrete form is a general aim of “art throughout the ages,” 

but in the post-war years it takes on a particular urgency, for here it 

also implies the search for a cure to what ails us.

 For Moore and his contemporaries, the well-being of art 

remains essentially bound up with the well-being of nature, and it is 

by way of abstraction that the artist works through the appearance of 

natural life to its innermost “rule,” as Immanuel Kant would say. This 

“rule” is derived from the organic signature that lies embedded deep 

inside the substance of all living things, hidden behind appearance, 

which is presented to us as its superficial effect, while also providing 

a clue as to its cause. In much the same way that seedling becomes a 

tree, for instance, abstract form is developed as the outward expres-

sion of an inner-aesthetic command that issues from somewhere 

between the material, the tools of the making, and the maker himself. 
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The artist who has become fluent in reading right through the protec-

tive shell of the object world to its living core will have found there 

the essential formula of form as such.

 Any such effort aspires to a condition of timelessness almost 

by definition, and it is one that, now more than ever perhaps, must 

itself be seen as date-stamped. It is entirely as a “sign of the times” 

that Moore’s work is taken up here, his post-war pursuit of organic 

essence as the shared ground of being no longer sealed off from the 

social as an inner-aesthetic imperative, but responding directly to the 

threat of a society evidently governed by the death-drive. In Schafer’s 

reworking, that is, the holistic form of Moore’s organic symbol comes 

apart in the shadow of a spreading mushroom cloud. 

 From one into two: this is the first stage in a process of iden-

tity formation that has here taken a pathological turn. The character-

istics of the same and the other are distributed in equal proportion 

on either side of the East/West divide; whatever difference can still be 

made out between them is rather a matter of more or less arbitrary 

recombination. The two parts of Schafer’s sculpture enact their stand-

off in a manner that might recall the frozen Cold War posture of two 

great super-powers, both of them other only in regard to each other 

while remaining essentially same in themselves. 

 The various doubles considered so far—the repeated “wild 

sound,” the reprinted ink blot, the reflected figure in the mirror—may 

also be termed non-identical, but in a very different way, and this is 

because they all come second to what may then be recognized as the 

first, the original, the “real thing.” Here, no such distinction can be 



made: neither part is fuller, thicker, sharper, or more present than the 

other. There is no way to tell between presence and representation on 

the basis of compression, loss, or corruption. The two parts of Scha-

fer’s work remain identically non-identical, locked in place and time 

like a joke endlessly awaiting its punch-line. 

 It was Freud who suggested that jokes level the wall between 

thoughts previously understood as incompatible. As what was imag-

ined to be alien is revealed to be the familiar in effect, the polarized 

structure of identity is itself momentarily confounded, which leads to 

a physical convulsion of the subjective interior—laughter—as it is as-

sailed by what lies outside its bounds. In this way, jokes can be said 

to operate not unlike art in that both seek to confront us with some-

thing else, something that we do not already know. And it is on this 

point that Schafer’s work remains utterly intractable: the wall is left 

standing precisely because we have already recognized what lies on 

the opposite side as the same as the same, only perhaps more so. 

F. None of the Above

This, the final section of my essay, is really an extension of the previ-

ous one, and so the same disclaimer applies. Here, again, the ques-

tion that we began with—What is it?—will not find an answer that 

is any more accurate or erroneous than any other. To opt for the 

sur-plus of meaning in “all of the above” is not necessarily so dif-

ferent from the lack of meaning in “none of the above.” A work that 

means different things to different people is one that could potential-

ly mean anything and, by the same token, nothing. A work so open 
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and inviting to interpretation, so potentially full of meaning, is also 

potentially meaningless. 

 If we agree that this work is at the very least ambivalent with 

respect to its meaning, then it is also potentially unmotivated, arbi-

trary. It could be anything, as mentioned, and yet it is this and only 

this. Its form is particular and determined to the nth degree, which 

raises the question of just what it is particular and determined about. 

At this point, one might entertain the possibility that form is here 

being asserted in opposition to meaning, that the work is about 

sensibility rather than sense, but that would not be exactly right ei-

ther, since it is neither quite “formal” nor unformed, informel. 

Here, again, it is in the repetition of its two-part structure that this 

work counters any inclination on the part of the reader to default 

toward the purely aesthetic. If there were any more parts, these might 

begin to suggest between them a structural play of theme 

and variation, but between only two parts the margin for play nar-

rows down to a line. A line in the sand: the two parts are locked in 

confrontation, an epic show-down to which the free play of aesthetic 

form is necessarily surrendered. 

 The “jubilation” that Lacan observes taking hold of the infant 

before his mirror image is here decisively quashed. Whatever drama 

is suggested between the two parts of Schafer’s sculpture, their rela-

tion cannot be confined to an expression sheer physicality; they are 

much too inert, heavy, and ponderous for that. If it has to do with the 

“mirror stage” at all, then it is in a way that must take in as well the 

critical eye of the analyst. That physicality is here presented as some-



thing to read is confirmed by the work’s two-part structure, which can 

be read accordingly as demonstrating just such a reading. The resem-

blance that we note between these parts is an effect of this reading, 

as are their various points of divergence. In their imperfect physical 

mimicry of one another, we can read the relativity of meaning, the 

arbitrariness of the sign as well as the absolute determination of the 

system within which it operates.

 A prior public art project, executed by Schafer in Cadman 

Plaza in Brooklyn Heights, Brooklyn, New York, in 1988, prepares us 

to read this one as being all about its reading. Its title, Plaza of the 

First Reader, instantly directs the passerby away from a purely sensu-

al encounter with the work and toward the realm of the intellect. More 

pointedly still, it affirms the centrality of the reader within its struc-

tural make-up, both as a built thing and a staged experience. Consist-

ing of a shallow round podium, partially encircled by a railing and 

stuck in the middle with a tall pole, it offers one precious little to work 

with that is concretely sculptural. Rather, as with so many of Schafer’s 

works from this period, its constituent forms are revealed, on closer 

inspection, to be made out of language. The podium is inscribed with 

the letter “e”; the pole hoists up the letter “b”; further down the road, 
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other signposts are encountered bearing the letters “s,” “e,” and “e” 

(“see”), and then “s,” “a,” and “y” (“say”). Together, these letter-

forms and words (“say,”“see,” and “be”) prime us to read the work 

as a reading lesson in public sculpture that therefore cannot also be 

the sculptural thing in itself.

 What, then, is this work? Or, better still, where and when does 

it happen? Inasmuch as Plaza of the First Reader is both of and about 

public sculpture, it asks us to consider the question from two sides: 

that of production and reception. The being of it (“be”) must some-

how be grasped through the seeing of it (“see”) as an articulation, 

a saying of it that would hold equally true for the artist/author as 

the viewer/reader. With great precision, Schafer’s work marks the 

spot where this confluence is supposed to, but ultimately cannot, 

occur. As if to drive home the point, a clown was hired to casually 

wander about the grounds on the opening day as an acutely unsta-

ble stand-in for both parties on either side of the production/reception 

stand-off. 

 There is good reason to believe that Schafer is “clowning 

around,” as he has done so before, but as even the most casual 

reader of the “social sciences” will understand, clowning is always 
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also a serious matter. Many, or most, of the questions raised in his 

latest work have appeared in previous ones: questions pertaining 

specifically to public art, to its siting, its audience, and its social func-

tion. More generally, as well, Schafer has approached the question of 

abstraction as a question before, not so much to work through it in 

search of an answer, but to keep the question itself in play within the 

finished form of the work. Questionable abstraction, one might want 

to call it as a somewhat more humorous designation for what we 

have so far considered in terms of the analytical object. The humor in 

it stems from an evident redundancy, since, in the eyes of the general 

public at least, abstract art is always already in question. However, 

it is largely because Schafer assumes this questionable status as an 

a priori—a cause rather than an effect of abstraction—that his works 

stand apart from, and in opposition to, those they resemble. Time and 

again, with mounting insistence, the figure of the clown is reintro-

duced into the experiential equation of abstract art as a questionable 

stand-in for both the artist and public. In linguistic terms, he would be 

a “shifter” capable of representing both sides in their stand-off, but 

without in any way resolving it. To the contrary, the clown effectively 

embodies the worst suspicions on either side as to the nature of the 

other: the artist as joker, having a laugh at the expense of the public, 

which is accordingly cast in the role of the fool. 

 The painted-on hyper-expressionism of the circus clown is 

drastically subdued on the face of the mime, a hypo-expression-

ist who mirrors only the outward form of our actions. Schafer has 

employed both of these figures in his work as a sort of bracketing 
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device, marking out the extreme points of meaningful surplus and 

meaningless lack, while at the same time conflating them. Whereas 

the circus clown is only invited to attend the opening of Plaza of the 

First Reader, the mime is charged with the work’s execution in Chore-

ography for a Mime: Making a Sculpture (2009). Because he can only 

mime it, however, the work itself must be imagined as always already 

made and, at the same time, essentially unmakeable. 

 In a loosely defined series of works begun in 2002 and basical-

ly ongoing, titled Untitled Expression, Schafer draws from the oeuvre 

of The Three Stooges an emblematic instance of questionably ab-

stract sculpture, one that is in fact made by the clown. As it appears 

in the 1938 episode “How High Is Up?” this thing assumes sculptural 

form only by failing to work as architecture, which is what the Stoog-

es had originally been contracted to build. The utterly dysfunctional 

mess of crisscrossing I-Beams that results is extruded from the film 

by Schafer, first as a still image and then as a small-scale construc-

tion of welded steel. This in turn becomes the model for a succession 

of larger-scale works (Untitled Expression, 1 through 13) that bear a 

resemblance to the work of Anthony Caro from the start, but cross 

over into outright mimicry by the end, as their metallic grid-work 

structure is treated to a powder-coated finish of primary color.

 From a poster produced to accompany a show of closely re-

lated problem objects, a black-and-white portrait of Curly stares out 

at us with chin firmly balanced on fist, eyes narrowed, expression in-

scrutable. Whereas the circus clown “wears his face” in a permanent 

grimace of joy or sadness, this Stooge confronts us blankly. In the 

art context into which he has been inserted, such po-faced looks are 



de rigeur, generating the requisite distance to keep earnestness from 

tipping into naivety. Such a look would ideally confirm the credibility 

of the expression within the work without exceeding and replacing 

it. It is a classic “serious man” picture, except that it is Curly, and we 

know this man to be unserious in the extreme. He could be giving 

himself a stiff upper-cut, thereby actively emptying out the mind be-

hind this mask of “the thinker.”

 Here, again, we can think about mirroring. The head of Curly 

reflects the heads that come before it, seeking there a stable ground-

ing source for the work in question, a proper author, only to be con-

fronted instead with just another reader. If this face-off of mutually 

suspicious in-reading—“I know that you know that I know…”—can 

only devolve into an empty-headed staring contest, then it is one 

where Curly, or rather his photographic likeness, clearly has the 

advantage, and much the same can be said for the work on view. A 

misbegotten architecture executed by clowns and then “redeemed” 

by Schafer as modernist sculpture, it also greets us blankly. In its de 

rigeur titling as Untitled, it exudes the same vague provocation as 

Curly’s expressionless face, which may now be seen to operate as 

an aggressive negation of the expression that we had hoped to find 
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there. Untitled Expression connects the dots between The Three 

Stooges and Anthony Caro, and there is a whole series of these, 

numbered between one and thirteen. Differentiated by scale, ma-

terial, and color, these retain the same compositional structure 

throughout, never coming any closer to giving that expression 

a name.

 To return one last time to Separated United Forms via this 

detour, we must transition from the rectilinear geometric abstrac-

tion of Caro to the curvilinear organic abstraction of Moore. Be-

tween these two references there lies a whole world of difference, 

but in Schafer’s reworkings it is narrowed down to a line. The same 

line that runs through each individual work also runs between 

them, giving rise to a general perception of two-sidedness and an 

idea of a resemblance that is non-identical inasmuch as 

every trait that is shared on either side has also been flipped. Re-

versal is the first sign of difference in the mirror image, and from 

it further signs may be seen to emerge, the reflection and its 

source gradually locking together in a feedback loop of dismorphia. 

Schafer has followed this process from start to end in Separated 

United Forms. It is effectively what he is composing, both from the 

inside out and the outside in. 
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