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welcome to Artifacts at the End of the Decade. Artifacts is an artists’ book of 44 works that
each comprise one of its “pages.” Imagine our initial curatorial delight when we first stumbled upon
the individual pieces of artwork in digital archives of the University Museum of Contemporary Art
(UMCA) — and suddenly discovered that they
were each part of a singular and revelatory work.
Once opened, we found that the bound box
containing the 44 works brimmed with insights
and unanswered questions about how public and
private histories overlap, evolve, are occluded by
and merge with the present moment.
The creators of Artifacts, Steven Watson
and Carol Huebner Venezia, believed that the
decade they had just lived through — the 1970s
— contained many experiences worth carrying
forward to a future audience. In 1979, they sent
Artifacts at the End of a Decade in its portfolio
out 200 letters to artists, most of them strangers,
asking if they’d like to reflect on and interpret their time by submitting a page to the artists’ book which
they would compile. Their compensation would be a copy of the finished portfolio. Artifacts at the End of
the Decade is a feat of prescient vision and generosity from those who dedicated their work to ensure its
longevity and continuing circulation so that it could reach us: a new audience in 2020.
As an artists’ book, Artifacts at the End of the Decade was originally meant to be handled, the pieces
to be leafed through one by one or spread out in a constellation according to the viewers’ desires. In a
museum setting where that form of physical intimacy isn’t possible, we have organized the exhibit as
an expansion of the bound box, decompressing its contents by allowing each piece to be taken in as a
separate page as well as part of the whole. Artifacts holds many things at once but also is many things
at once. When we approach a work such as Artifacts, “certainly the question of classification must
eventually arise,” art critic John Perreault writes in his introduction to the original catalogue for the
work. In addition to “artists’ book,” Perreault offers “an anthology, a work of sculpture, a print portfolio,
a collection of multimedia multiples, and even an exhibition.” Artifacts resists easy categorization.
Its exhibition engages our critical participation in meaning-making, even if the original physical
participation of actively manipulating the book is no longer possible.
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Watson’s choice to omit a viewing order or chronology to the collection illustrates the necessity
of participating with Artifacts at the End of a Decade to determine its narrative. Artifacts, in its very
form, invites the audience to fulfill its purpose: to be “read.” As curators, we have made decisions in the
placement of objects to highlight particular connections between materials, cultural themes, historical
concerns, and the use of new technologies in each piece, but this is not to be taken as any kind of official
account of a “correct” flow. The specific reading you encounter here says as much about us as students,
researchers, and individuals in the world as it does about the possibilities within Artifacts’ multiplicity
for discovering new content. Does anything seem out of place to you? Did we miss an opportunity to
emphasize a certain potential you see in the pieces?
How would you have designed this exhibition?
Artifacts is as much a survey of the decade as
it is an active piece of historical criticism of the
way art institutions like museums and art schools
canonize a limited number of artists. Instead,
it presents a creative taxonomy that is open and
continually shifting. In this regard, Artifacts is also
an artists’ archive. This piece was a self-conscious
documentation of the artists’ contemporary
circumstances, presented within the carefully
chosen framework of the “future-past,” allowing
them to voice, from their own present, a projected
Artists and volunteers assembling the entire edition
value of each piece in the lives of a future audience.
in a Tribeca loft, 1981
As contributor Joan Livingston states: “I have
been interested in history and the evolution of culture, in looking two directions at once; compression
is the reverse state-of-mind.” Livingstone shares this simultaneous interest in the future and the past
with many of the artists here, suggesting that Artifacts serves as a artistic precursor to what art critic
Hal Foster would dub the “archival impulse” in the 1990s, in a study of artworks that “serve as found
arks of lost moments in which the here-and-now of the work functions as a possible portal between an
unfinished past and a reopened future.” The ark metaphor implies a need to produce a dynamic archive
of something, in anticipation of its own destruction; an attempt to safeguard valuable moments and push
them toward the future to prevent their loss. With the ebbing Civil Rights movement and the Cold War
in full swing, the 1970s invoked pessimism about what of our cultures would survive to reach subsequent
generations. But the decade was full of other American examples of optimistic archiving; the collecting
and distributing of cultural content driven by a sense of discovery and expansive hope. In 1977 NASA
launched the Voyager Golden Record, an archival project led by Carl Sagan, as an invitation to other
forms of life to understand human ingenuity, curiosity and richness, as a gesture of interplanetary
welcome with belief that the human species had an exciting future in store. With alternate theories
about humanity’s survival motivating the archival impulse, where do you think each individual piece
in Artifacts lies between hope and despair? How do you think Artifacts, taken as a whole, envisioned its
future, and how does that prompt us to engage with optimism or pessimism about our own future?
The comparisons between “then” and “now” automatically proposed by Artifacts could be taken up as
useful opportunities for community and institutional self-reflection. The domino effect of mailing the
original invitations offers us one way to map the social relationships and communities as they existed in
the NYC experimental arts scene during the time of Artifacts’ production. What insights does this afford
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us within the current conversation about inclusion and
diversity in the arts? And what unique outline does
this method reveal of the cultural footprint Artifacts
leaves behind as a socially engaged art project? We are
by now familiar with the well-deserved critique of arts
institutions’ persistent failure to equitably represent
people of color and women. In commercial galleries, the
gender disparity still hovers dismally at 30% of artwork
made by women and 70% made by men, followed by the
even more jarring statistic that only 14% of the art in
museum exhibitions and collections are made by women.
In this regard, Artifacts far surpasses the norms of its
own and our own times for gender representation, 40%
of the artists contained in its binding present as women
and 60% as men.
But here our ability to map the demographics of
Artifacts starts to break down. While searching for
traces of people of color within its xeroxed catalogue,
we must recognize how inadequate our current tools
A page from Steven Watson’s notebook
still are for locating these moving markers of identity.
plans for Artifacts
Yet this pursuit is essential for unrepresented people
to rightfully claim a foothold in public memory and art history. When considering the statistics for
representation in commercial galleries and museums, we must recognize the real challenges of capturing
this kind of data with any kind of accuracy and the real
harm that can come from applying demographic labels
to people that may not be their own. These imperfect
methods make some visible while rendering others
who do not participate in the institutional definitions
of racial identity invisible. With these problems in
mind, Hyperallergic reports that only 15% of all current
artwork in museum collections and exhibitions are
made by artists who identify as people of color. We
roughly estimate that number to be between 6%-18%
for Artifacts. Is the presumed whiteness of the artists
in Artifacts a reflection of the social organization of
the artistic community in which it was created? Do
the identities of those creating a project ultimately
predict who else may or may not end up participating?
If so, what are the implications of this dynamic when
applied to the leadership structures of our public arts
institutions?
The same obstacles exist for definitively locating
queer and trans identities as they are visible or invisible,
1979 contact information for potential
Artifacts participants
present or absent, in both Artifacts and in the data
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collection performed by our own hegemonic institutions. Since 1981, some of these artists have achieved
celebrity status which has allowed for the dissemination of certain autobiographical narratives. For
the majority of those who did not become
famous, and who don’t declare their gender or
orientation in their artist statement, we are left
with the meager resources of internet searches,
prying and reading Artifacts between the lines
in an unintended way. Guessing only provokes
the realization that we now self-identify,
name and signify the liminal designations of
ethnicity, race, sexuality, and queerness as they
pertain to our artistic identities in ways that
are vastly different than we have before, often
to the point of being unrecognizable. Even with
Robert Kushner placing his works in each edition, 1981
the language and tools available here and now,
we are still unable to satisfy this necessary point of inquiry.
Combining the demographic considerations above with Hal Foster’s “ark” metaphor, we must ask who
didn’t make it onto the ark? If the artists’ archive predicts a looming disaster, in our review of the 40 years
since Artifacts’ publication, who is no longer here to record themselves? What is not in Artifacts? Has the
disaster been forestalled, or did it occur for some of us and not for others? As we prepare for the 40th
anniversary of Artifacts at the End of a Decade while standing at the brink of our own momentous decade,
the question of how each of us would archive
our own subjective and historical experiences
in the annals of public memory is primary —
and urgent. Steven Watson and Carol Huebner
Venezia believed that Artifacts should be housed
in the public trust of museums and teaching
institutions because of its unique strength as
a pedagogical tool for thinking about shared
histories, forgotten or new identities, and
pluralism as a cultural and artistic aesthetic.
Artifacts should remain an accessible public
asset, not to be shuttered away in the home of
a private collector, for the powerful questions
John Baldessari's response to the original Artifacts invitation
it asks us, questions that can uncover new
navigation points for each of us as we try to better understand our own movement through time. The
many inquiries provoked by Artifacts are relevant and necessary, not despite its age but because of it,
speaking to the importance of art objects created as embodiments of an ongoing cultural dialogue. It is
with great pleasure, on behalf of the UMCA, that we share Artifacts at the End of a Decade with you.

Jessica Scott and Jill Hughes / 2020-2021 UMCA Student Curators
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