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Origins

This project unfolded in Wichita, Kansas in part because 
of the unlikeliness of this city to be a site of international 
exchange. The status as “flyover country” limits the 
accessibility of the American Midwest twofold: coastal and 
international artists relatively seldom make the journey to 
The Plains, but it’s also expensive and inconvenient for locals 
to travel outside of the region. Isolation can return benefits 
of its own, however, and the culture that emerges in ultra-
localized zones of creativity was one of the inspirations that 
encouraged us to realize At A Distance. The premise of this 
exhibition was to feature work that could be produced in the 
artists’ absence and without shipping any finished works to 
the site. In one sense this was an effort to “bring” artists 
from other parts of the world to Wichita in virtuality.

Wichita has always had an affinity for entrepreneurship; the 
regional economy is still rooted in the 20th century aviation 
startups Beechcraft, Boeing, Cessna, Learjet, and Raytheon 
that gave the city its “Air Capital” nickname. Other histories 
prove relevant for visitors’ anecdotes, as hosts tend to point 
out the unassuming site where the first White Castle once 
existed, as well as the original Pizza Hut building that still 
stands on the Wichita State campus. But the real inspiration 
for DIY projects in this area comes from the inherent sepa-
ration from the established financial centers of the United 
States. The description of success as an arduous uphill 
struggle that only rewards the diligent is not only a heartland 
adage but a reality here borne out by years of economic hard-
ship. Creatives in Kansas have built a collaborative network 
in response that functions across a variety of fields unde-
terred by the familiar burdens with lack of funding. Working 
from Wichita also carries the pervasive cultural weight that 
comes with studying art consistently from elsewhere. Since 
NYC or LA artists seem to always top the lists of who gets 

studied, the feeling among students that moving away is the 
only possible means of getting noticed further complicates 
the way Wichitans conceptualize their community.

As curators, the three of us approach the concept of 
immaterial arts from separate perspectives. My interest in 
conceptual and new media art stems from the precedents set 
by Dada, Fluxus, and discursive hybridization. Jesse Allen 
relates the idea to her work with disability studies, literature, 
and feminism. Conan Y. Fugit draws from his background 
in anthropology and art history, with its use of travel docu-
mentation and study of cultural exchange. In form, however, 
immateriality has always been endemic to the discourse of 
art history, from the oral traditions in music and narrative to 
the advent of technologies that facilitate the production and 
distribution of discrete artworks - with the internet as one 
possible terminus. It is this trajectory, explored extensively by 
contemporary artists beginning in the late 1960’s, that brings 
us to the 21st century question of how and where to place 
the role of objecthood in the art of a web-connected world. 
While “makership” culture maintains a solid footing in the 
visual arts (artists in Gowanus, Brooklyn have even adopted 
the tagline “We Make Things” in praise of the handmade), 
I think of the project of conceptualism as unfinished, and 
focusing on communication can work toward an antidote for 
the insular banality of art objects presented as pseudo-de-
mocratized products.

This modality is not a new concept. At a Distance was 
inspired by the traditions of mail art, conceptual art, and 
minimalism. Mel Bochner once self-identified as the “first 
artist” to ever use a magazine submission as an art material, 
an assertion that reflects the kind of experimentation that 
became common since Dada, despite its bloated sense of 
importance.1 Bocher also used the telephone as a component 

1 https://www.canopycanopycanopy.com/contents/the_medium_and_the_te-
dium



in his artmaking process: in response to an exhibition 
prompt from the Chicago Museum of Contemporary Art in 
1968 that requested artists “phone in” their pieces, Bocher 
used the means of communication as an art material in itself 
by coordinating with participants in various countries who 
translated a paragraph into multiple languages. Part of what 
pushed Bochner and many others along this trajectory was a 
growing mistrust for “inside” communities of discourse. The 
concept of globalization was becoming better understood in 
the American psyche, and localized centers of cultural output 
became issues with which artists sometimes associated 
authoritarianism and conformity. Yet decentralization was 
only half of conceptualism’s dismissal of traditional form; 
deemphasizing concrete works in favor of transmitting ideas 
was also a means of disavowing the commercial tendencies 
of art to become high-end collectors’ goods. As Sol Lewitt 
states with his first declaration in his Sentences on Conceptual 
Art, “[...] artists are mystics rather than rationalists. They 
leap to conclusions that logic cannot reach.”2 Lucy Lippard 
provides an excellent introduction to and compendium for 
what she calls the “dematerialization of the art object” in 
a book bearing that title.3 Lippard focuses on the years 
1966-1972, but of course the principle of working toward an 
art without objects has continued until today, in addition to 
having roots that reach to far earlier than 1960’s America.

Methods

We approached curating this exhibition by attempting to 
disavow any expectations we might have for the work in 
terms of medium or genre. Our open call was intended for 
as broad an audience as we could generate, although this 
goal was ultimately stifled by the limitations of our own 

2 http://www.altx.com/vizarts/conceptual.html

3 https://books.google.com/books?id=t2nwiTwd6fwC&printsec=frontcov-
er&num=100#v=onepage&q&f=false

networks. Part of this effort was based on the thesis that 
various branches of the humanities and sciences lack an 
aestheticized presence that deserves an art-viewing audience. 
By this I mean that we saw a place for work that was not 
originally planned for a visual art space to be realized in the 
gallery; experimental robotics could join the project as sculp-
ture, sociological studies could be presented as photo essays, 
etc. The call asked for “all artists, broadly defined, currently 
working no nearer than 100 miles from Wichita, KS” to 
respond and explained that all pieces would be created in the 
artists’ absence. We offered a broad range of material strat-
egies to facilitate the scope of possible submissions, such as 
printing and drawing techniques that would utilize our own 
expertise in the visual arts. We also emphasized that there 
would be no need to travel or ship any pieces, which was in 
part an effort to extend the scope of what respondents would 
imagine. 

Any project with such inclusive goals will have its limita-
tions and loose ends: by seeking non-artist participants we 
were forced to confront the undesirable tendencies toward 
fetishization or tokenization. We also found ourselves in a 
position of having to concede that those with experience in 
the visual arts are simply better prepared to respond to our 
original curatorial question than those whose expertise lies 
in other disciplines - and that the wariness of elitism can 
remain unresolved. The original call emphasized the idea 
that chosen artists would not be responsible for materials or 
installation labor, which was a means of opening the door 
to projects that may have otherwise been unrealized due to 
practical limitations. Certain precedents, such as Sol Lewitt’s 
instruction-based wall drawings and Hans Ulrich Obrist’s 
do it series of exhibitions, influenced our expectations 
as to what kind of work we would receive.4 The call also 
allowed for an optional sliding-scale suggested donation as 

4 http://curatorsintl.org/special-projects/do-it



opposed to a set submission fee. Our intent was always to 
produce a low-cost program, to subvert both commercial and 
archival expectations; the documentation and scholarship 
surrounding the exhibition is meant to replace the expected 
permanence of art objects. Our budget was small, and the 
work was made accordingly. The compromises made because 
of this were slight however, and I don’t believe that quality 
suffered as a result. Some artists had issues working with 
PayPal across international borders, and the donation was 
waived accordingly.

One of the difficult paths to navigate when conceiving this 
exhibition was how to separate the roles of curator, prepar-
ator, artist, and collaborator. This was intentional: we wanted 
to force ourselves into situations where we had to rethink our 
strategies. I relearned that my own aesthetic and material 
preferences aren’t always in the service of another artist’s 
vision, and I set aside my impulse to critique in favor or pre-
senting the most faithful versions of the pieces we included. 
My own methods as an artist often include malleable com-
ponents that can be remade to suit different exhibitions, and 
I prefer to work with curators who are comfortable making 
joint decisions with me regarding display elements. Since this 
method isn’t always expected, assuming the role of curator 
meant that we would reassess the relationship on a case-by-
case basis. Another difficulty that arose was that our vision 
was specific enough to be well outside of many respondents’ 
proclivities. Some proposals were only tangentially related to 
the theme, whereas others ignored it entirely. The concept of 
participating in an out-of-town exhibition without shipping 
any work can leave artists uncomfortable with their roles 
and level of aesthetic control, which led to a difficult and 
rewarding process of collectively developing strategies.

Exhibition

Fourteen artists from six different countries presented art, 
some working in collectives. A wide variety of media were 
used, with diverse interpretations of what “instructions” 
can mean. The performance artist Patricia Brace and the 
collective Second Front used real-time telepresence to partic-
ipate. Brace performed in her New Jersey studio space while 
we displayed a video feed via Skype on a TV monitor, and 
Second Front streamed a video of an absurdist performance 
that took place within the open-world video game Second 
Life. Emile Askey and Dana Buhl presented a slow-changing 
piece that involved a YouTube playlist on infinite loop on 
the gallery projector, with the artists making changes to the 
playlist on a daily basis. Other approaches included a browser 
plugin realized on a Raspberry Pi computer, a sculpture made 
with a wordless Ikea-like instruction .pdf file, and an inter-
active piece that invited viewers to write on Post-It notes and 
add them to the wall. The artists’ collective Et Al created a 
quadraphonic audio piece that became a site-specific installa-
tion, filling the gallery with complex and subtle shifts of 3D 
sound. Part of the group’s idea involved diffusing the work 
via radio. We considered setting up our own low-powered 
transmitter for this aspect of the work, but after deliberating 
with the artists we agreed that a simpler solution would be 
to host an audio file online with a QR code presented on the 
wall that would allow listeners to play back the piece on their 
own smartphones.

Some pieces “broke the rules” and involved shipping mate-
rials to the gallery after all, but in these cases the works were 
related to distance in relevant ways. A piece by Jeremy Jams 
included prints the artist had made, but invited viewers to 
participate by taking photos of the work in situ and sharing 
the resulting images. This project was part of an ongoing 
series that connects volunteers from many locations using 
both snail mail and email, and thus it activated the spirit of 



At a Distance. Another artist named Xiaohan Li used a similar 
mechanic by asking contributors to photograph numbers that 
they encounter in their daily lives, and the artist posted these 
photos on an open-ended blog. Li’s instructions for dis-
playing the piece in the gallery were simple, consisting only 
of a link to the project blog and the words “print both .jpgs 
and text.” Philadelphia-based Caitlin Cocco also shipped 
raw materials, in part because the objects themselves were 
imbued with specific associations that would have been lost 
in the case of facsimile. Materials included wax, salt, plastic, 
and thread; the artist’s “instructions” called for broad inter-
pretation, consisting of a series of found love letters that were 
to be interpreted but not displayed as part of the piece. Jesse 
Allen responded by making an aesthetically appealing series 
of quilt-like squares sewn from layers of the plastic. The 
artist surrendered all control over the look of the piece, and 
in fact didn’t know what it looked like until we shared photos 
from the opening with her (she was happy with the results). 
The bicoastal artists Cara Levine and Michael Namkung 
initially proposed a video project, which ended up going 
through many changes before the actual exhibition. The 
exact geographic midpoint between the two artists respective 
homes happened to be in Kansas near the gallery, and at one 
point the group considered flying to Wichita to realize the 
work. This proved to be outside of the feasible scope for this 
venture, and we eventually produced a photography-based 
piece with Conan Y. Fugit and myself working as proxies for 
Levine and Namkung.

Reflection

José Esteban Muñoz says in Cruising Utopia “the here and 
now is a prison house. . .we must strive, in the face of the 
here and now’s total rendering of reality to think and feel 
a then and there.”5 In an effort to question the established 

5 https://books.google.com/books?id=3wO5VJdOnV0C&source=gbs_nav-
links_s

practice and challenge the deeply entrenched process of 
whose work gets to be shown, this venture seeks to under-
mine aesthetic expectations as well as certain curatorial 
tendencies. One potential offshoot of this effort is to feature 
work by the disabled, a subject for which Jesse Allen’s per-
sonal affinity led us to consider making it the primary focus 
of the exhibition. By offering to function as a fabrication 
team, our hope was to offer an outlet for artists who might 
not share our capabilities. Ultimately this territory proved 
troublesome because of how easily it could seem exploitative; 
as able-bodied volunteers, it’s not our place to present the 
concerns of the disabled, and their stories are not ours to tell. 
There is potential to explore this relationship in a responsible 
way by first seeking opinions from disabled individuals and 
listening to first-hand responses about how we might stage 
such a project. 

Another driving force for myself and the other jury members 
(whom are all educators) is the desire to impress upon our 
students is that it is everyone’s job to actively work with 
and for underrepresented voices. It is our responsibility to 
make accommodations and diversify the art world. The 
artists represented in At a Distance were in fact a diverse 
group, although we didn’t connect with anyone from any 
field outside of the visual arts. Future versions of this 
production could involve completely rethinking how we 
present and share the open call, for which we will seek input 
from outside our own academic departments. To completely 
reform the tools by which art is practiced is an ever-receding 
and impossible goal; knowing this, our efforts become edu-
cational - for us as artists and organizers more for viewers. 
The continuing scholarship of At a Distance produces more 
questions than answers, a process I’m happy to embrace.


