


PAGE 3

TA
BLE O

F CO
N

TEN
TS

PAGE 4  INTRODUCTION BY JAMES VOORHIES

PAGE 10  LISA DENT AND JAMES VOORHIES POSE 
 20 QUESTIONS TO MATTHEW HIGGS

PAGE 20 MAKE A T-SHIRT AND IT WILL HAPPEN
 AN INTERVIEW WITH MICHAEL MERCIL

PAGE 30 COMPORTMENT IS THE COMMONS 
 AN INTERVIEW WITH J. MORGAN PUETT

PAGE 40 MORE LIKE WORKING WITH GASES THAN 
 SOLIDS: A CONVERSATION WITH JON RUBIN 

PAGE 60 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



THE NEW ADMINISTRATION OF A FINE ARTS EDUCATION PAGE 5

IN
TRO

D
U

C
TIO

N
 BY JA

M
ES V

O
O

RH
IES

CURATED BY JAMES 
VOORHIES WITH LISA DENT, 
ALL LECTURES OCCURRED 
AT DESIGN STUDIOS ON 
BROAD AT COLUMBUS 
COLLEGE OF ART & DESIGN. 



I have the good fortune of writing this 
introduction after Matthew Higgs, Michael 
Mercil, J. Morgan Puett and Jon Rubin, the 
four participants in the lecture series 
The New Administration of a Fine Arts 
Education, have given their talks and 
extended our conversations into print in 
this publication. As sometimes happens 
when one invites a group of artists 
to participate in an exhibition or a 
series like this, subtle and interwoven 
connections between the works and artists 
do not become fully apparent until after 
the exhibition is open or the lectures 
are presented. The same is true in this 
case. Here, the full discovery of the rich 
overlap in the visiting artists’ practices 
transpired during discussions—both public 
and private—between the artists and the 
engaged, insightful community in Columbus. 
Many audience members are individuals 
who I have come to know well and have 
seen time and again during my tenure 
making exhibitions, events, actions and 
disruptions as Bureau for Open Culture 
in Columbus. Organized with curator Lisa 
Dent, The New Administration of a Fine 
Arts Education marks a culmination of 
those relationships. Their conviviality 
and reciprocity, engendered through BOC 
programming, have helped us to learn 
together how these four visiting artists 
stretch, pull, and push the limits of 
artistic practice in their own work.

Over the course of four months, Higgs, 
Mercil, Puett and Rubin visited Columbus 
College of Art & Design to present a 
lecture. Each one occurred in the unlikely 
space of the ground floor of a former 
automobile dealership, a building now 
owned by the college and the current home 
to its new MFA program and undergraduate 
design departments. The presentation space 

itself is the dealership’s former showroom, 
the only area still remaining in its raw, 
untouched condition as the entire building 
undergoes renovation. Paint is peeling, 
floor tiles are cracked, but the generally 
ramshackle state has a surprisingly 
inviting quality. It is on the corner 
of a busy intersection that delineates 
the college’s perimeter in relation to 
the city. Indeed, one of the city’s main 
arteries—Broad Street—marks this boundary, 
a street that is part of Route 40, the old 
National Road cutting through Columbus. 
Floor-to-ceiling plate glass windows are 
transparent membranes between the interior 
space and the movement of people and 
automobiles outside. The temporary and 
periodic adaptability of the space for 
these talks, its blatant connection to 
consumer markets and its abutment to life 
beyond the confines of the academy resonate 
with ideas that surfaced during the series.

In each of their practices these artists 
have also transformed varying conditions 
into opportunities for vibrant and 
innovative cultural production. While 
capital looms large behind the production 
of art, it is sometimes overlooked, ignored 
or obfuscated. The artists here, however, 
acknowledge it—some more directly than 
others—and locate capital as a framework 
of creative potential and value. They 
communicate an urgency to consider issues 
of distribution in relation to artistic 
production, and they urge us to think about 
how artists and their art are enmeshed in 
larger institutions (e.g., art, economic, 
education, corporate, political, civic) 
that affect how people get access to 
art and how the lives and practices of 
artists are sustained. They make clear 
the need to dispense with the obsolete 
notion of the solitary artist working in a 
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studio, relying on “someone” to “discover” 
them. The conversations and interviews 
included in this publication speak to 
ways of producing art and exhibitions 
within the conditions at hand, creating 
new economic streams and outlets of 
dissemination. These efforts to harness the 
means of distribution are in some cases 
simultaneously the content of their work as 
well as a functioning source of income. 

J. Morgan Puett’s ongoing projects at 
Mildred’s Lane investigate the creative, 
intellectual and economic challenges of 
sustaining something she calls “being as 
practice,” a continually evolving and fluid 
platform for considering all aspects of 
life through shared resources, experiences, 
work and learning. Jon Rubin’s Waffle Shop 
and Conflict Kitchen inhabit capitalist 
models to enact publicly engaged social-
context work, pointing to his broader 
interest in the transformative power of 
fantasy, play and storytelling. Michael 
Mercil utilizes the university itself as 
a studio, or laboratory, for inquiring 
into the nature of arts education and its 
relationship to the university teaching 
position. Matthew Higgs demonstrates how 
not to allow language to define a practice, 
smoothly shifting between artist and 
curator and proving the value of sticking 
to one’s genuine and intuitive interests—
including playing records. In all of these 
practices, the resistance to defining what 
is and is not art has operated to the 
artists’ benefit. Cultivating the potential 
in uncertainty, they have reduced the need 
to work within prescribed parameters. Ideas 
fall into place spontaneously, haphazardly 
and unexpectedly—but always productively.

The New Administration of a Fine Arts 
Education comprises the lecture series and 

texts commissioned for this publication. 
In toto, the project raises questions 
about the role of art in society, and 
how artists make their lives and work 
responsive to the social fabric and 
economic conditions of their time. As 
these artists deal with conditions they 
find in the world, and those presented 
unexpectedly to them, they interchange 
practice and lifestyle, conflating the two 
realms in complex and interesting ways, 
while disrupting any easy identification 
of either. Higgs, Mercil, Puett and Rubin 
each prioritize a mode of engagement with 
the world that helps further the evolution 
of artistic practice rather than settling 
it into any one, staid category. Not 
unlike the former space of an automobile 
showroom, and as these four demonstrate, 
artistic practice can shape-shift to 
the tune of our contemporary moment in 
practical, intuitive and creative ways. 
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MICHAEL MERCIL 
USES A VARIETY OF 
TEACHING-BASED AND 
COLLABORATIVE ART 
PROJECTS TO RENEW AND 
CULTIVATE AN EXPANDED 
NOTION OF THE “AGRI-
CULTURAL” COMMONS 
AS PART AND PARCEL OF 
THE PUBLIC LAND-GRANT 
UNIVERSITY MISSION. 
HE IS PROFESSOR OF 
ART AT THE OHIO STATE 
UNIVERSITY IN COLUMBUS, 
OHIO. HE PRESENTED A 
TALK ON FEBRUARY 2, 
2011.



JAMES VOORHIES The Living Culture 
Initiative operates as a kind of unique 
laboratory or think tank within the 
Department of Art at the Ohio State 
University and as your own practice. Could 
you talk about why you formed The Living 
Culture Initiative and what it does? I’m 
especially interested to hear about its 
development out of a particular situation 
and its role as a learning platform for 
students, faculty, yourself and the 
community.

MICHAEL MERCIL The origins of The Living Culture Initiative 
are simple. The visual arts occupy a relatively unique 
place within a research university. In the sciences, for 
example, the laboratory of an academic researcher is likely 
to be located on campus. And students of science often 
formulate their initial research upon the research of their 
mentor. The studio of an artist, however, is most frequently 
located off campus. And typically, we encourage our 
students to develop a creative practice (or voice) quite 
independently of whatever might be the focus of our own 
individual artwork. 

Like many artists who teach, upon arriving at the university 
I realized quickly that the center of my creative life was 
independent of my academic setting. The feeling that 
every hour spent on campus was an hour spent away 
from my studio became a real challenge, and so, I began 
to reconsider if, or how, I might use the campus itself as a 
studio—say, for example, by planting a beanfield.

Before that, I had already relocated a seminar I teach with 
Ann Hamilton to the off-campus studio we share. As soon 
as Ann and I began teaching together, we agreed that 
one way to demonstrate our own art making practices 
was to reveal, or open up, our workspace and—using the 
university model—to let our students into our laboratory. 
To locate our classroom within our studio seemed the 
most direct way for us to teach. It’s partly an effort to 
de-mystify our own creative methods. And it provides a 
richer, more relaxed environment for learning than what is 
typically available on campus.

JAMES It is evident in your work with 
The Beanfield and The Virtual Pasture, 
particularly, that you operate within many 
different institutional terrains, among 
them, The Wexner Center for the Arts, The 
Ohio State University Art Department and 
the Stratford Ecological Center. While 
extraordinary, I do believe the need for 
artists to be administrators as well as 
creative producers speaks to what is 
happening more frequently in contemporary 
art. Could you speak about facets related 
to the administration of your work? And, 
how do you prepare graduate students to 
take on these kinds of administrative 
challenges related to the actual making of 
work?

MICHAEL With only slight exaggeration, I sometimes 
describe The Living Culture Initiative as a project within 
the Department of Art that has no program, seeks no 
funding, and makes no promises. It also has no curricular 
structure and is not a classroom-based activity. As with 
any large institution, it’s true that OSU is made of many 
smaller institutions with varying degrees of interest and 
control over their own terrains, or territories. It’s also true 
that crossing over into, or placing myself within such 
territories—familiar or unfamiliar—can sometimes feel 
like picking one’s way through a minefield. Asking for help 
does not come easily or naturally to me, but I always carry 
a map and always ask for directions. In other words, while 
keeping my goal in mind, I take time to talk with people 
I do not know. I become their student and they teach me 
things. 

Each of the works we are speaking about has taken place 
in and through real time (hence, Living Culture) with a 
more-or-less flexible start and ending date. This means 
that a given project can proceed according to the available 
resources (mine and/or the partnering institution’s) at any 
given time. However, because the initial burden of success 
or failure belongs to me, it becomes easier for a potential 
partner to say yes; and lucky for me, they usually do so.
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Still, as mentioned earlier, the territory is never my own.  
For example, beginning with The Beanfield in 2006, I have 
been a squatter on 500 square feet of prime university 
real estate. From the start, The Wexner Center supported 
the project, as did the Social Responsibility Initiative 
in the College of Food, Agricultural and Environmental 
Sciences. But the University Architect’s Office, who legally 
controls use of the space, was at first quite skeptical. They 
wanted me to plant The Beanfield somewhere else. Yet, 
because both The Wexner Center and the College of FAES 
understood and embraced my notion that the where of the 
project was important to its what, working together we 
successfully negotiated an agreement with the University 
for me to use the originally proposed site along College 
Road and facing the main campus Oval.  

Besides needing a place to plant, the resources required 
for The Beanfield were not many—only a few gardening 
tools, some sticks, a handful of beans and some volunteer 
laborers. In comparison, the institutional, human, material, 
technical and financial resource needs of The Virtual 
Pasture—a flock of live sheep; a 4’ x 6’ LED monitor; indoor 
and outdoor video cameras; installation of electrical lines; 
upgrades to security systems; installation, support and 
maintenance of computer and satellite communications 
networks; horticultural advising; veterinary care; training 
in animal handling and transportation; and so on—have 
been exponentially more demanding. As to your question 
regarding my administration of all that, it’s something like 
a marriage: at first it includes little more than a shared 
passion, a few pots and pans, a bed and maybe a clothes 
closet. Later adding a pet and a kid makes everything 
much more complicated. But the commitment has by then 
already proven itself.

The rules in the handbook for Fair & Square University 
provide yet another useful set of guideposts for 
negotiating institutional terrains. These are:
 1. Replace equipment where it belongs. 
 2. Turn off the overhead lights.
 3. Leave the place as clean as you found it.
 4. Act like you know what you are doing.

To those I might only add that saying “Thank you” is as 

important as saying “Please.” 

JAMES Can you talk about Fair & Square 
University? What is it? Why did you 
initiate it and how does it relate to your 
practice?

MICHAEL As relief from the administrative burdens of 
working in so large a university, I thought starting my own 
small college would be fun. Fair & Square University exists 
mostly as a media relations campaign that began with the 
screening of a short educational film during my lecture 
at Columbus College of Art & Design. The film is the first 
in a series and, much like a public service announcement 
or animated cartoon, it’s made for screening in movie 
theatres just prior to the main feature.  

F&SU may be a fictional institution, but everything about 
it is real. It has a logo, a history, an admissions policy and 
a handbook of rules (see above). Soon it will have a rear 
windshield decal and maybe a coffee cup—gifts for alumni 
donors. The school’s mascot is Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
and it has a cracker-jack marching banner. I’m also looking 
forward to its eventual listing in the U.S. News & World 
Report Best College Rankings. 

In many ways, The Virtual Pasture was likewise little 
more than an advertising blitz and product line—with 
posters, signage, postcards and t-shirts—before it became 
manifest as an actual project. It’s something I have learned 
to believe in. Make a t-shirt and it will happen.

JAMES With the inception of the ongoing 
public work Reading the Daily News, it 
seems like you were able to just take 
action, to begin the work without the usual 
constraints of waiting for exhibition 
dates, a curator to give a go-ahead or 
even funding. For many young artists I 
think that would sound so liberating and 
empowering to be in immediate control of 
the distribution of work. With this in mind 
could you talk a bit about the impetus 
behind Reading the Daily News and about the 
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place of an artist to act, to do something 
without knowing all the consequences or 
even having all the details completely 
worked out?

MICHAEL For younger artists especially, it’s sometimes 
easy to forget that to accomplish meaningful work does 
not require the financial or political resources of the 
Vatican. Often, in fact, the best art comes from artists who 
are quick, light and responsive to whatever circumstance 
they find themselves within. 

A current exhibition of Picasso’s guitar assemblages 
and collages at MoMA in New York demonstrates this 
beautifully. Around 1912, Picasso and Braque, using 
nothing more than scraps of colored paper, a few straight 
pins, scissors, and a bit of charcoal, completely re-
invented the material, spatial and conceptual grounding 
of 20th-century Western art. What art historians now 
call “synthetic cubism” was no more, or less, than their 
extraordinarily imaginative response to a cheap lunch at a 
street-side café in Paris.  

I don’t like eating lunch. So at noontime I occasionally take 
the day’s edition of The Columbus Dispatch (it costs me 
seventy-five cents) out to the main campus Oval, where 
I sit for an hour or so to read out loud from each section 
of the paper. The Oval is an open green and active social 
space located at the heart of the main OSU campus—the 
largest public, land grant university in the United States. 
Besides the newspaper, I also bring with me a folding stool, 
a small portable voice amplifier and a board on which to 
tally the number of my readings—about 35 to date. 

I announce each reading as “a public service of The Living 
Culture Initiative in the Department of Art at The Ohio 
State University” and wear a hat with a tag identifying me 
as “Event Staff.” The tag functions as a sign of authority. 
It’s useful for drawing attention away from me as a 
performer and toward the event itself. And it reinforces 
the notion (a fiction, really) that the reading is officially 
sanctioned.  
 
With Reading the Daily News, my intention is not a re-

invention of art, but only to make myself and my work a 
visible part of the campus environment. It’s an improvised 
response to the comings and goings of daily campus life 
as it relates, or not, to a broad local, national and global 
context. After three hundred and sixty-five readings I will 
stop.     

JAMES I believe one of the biggest 
challenges for young artists is to figure 
out how to contribute to the extraordinary 
amount of artistic and cultural production, 
not only occurring today but within the 
history of art. Your work occupies a 
singular place, a kind of studio-cum-
research-cum-performance practice that 
interweaves students, an array of ideas 
and interests and different disciplines 
and departments. So I’m curious to know 
which artists and what kind of works have 
influenced your development? How do you 
incorporate (or not) those influences into 
your practice?

MICHAEL To speak of influences is quite difficult for me, 
not because there are so few, but because there are so 
many. Like the monkey “Curious George,” I am often 
distracted by the world; and that can get me into trouble. 
Yet, “into trouble” is where an artist’s work is located. 

Before attending college, I had almost no formal art 
training. However, as a sophomore in high school, 
Thoreau’s Walden made an enormous impression on me. 
It was the first time I realized a life can be lived according 
to an idea; that ideas are not abstractions; and that 
an individual can actively shape life according to what 
questions one asks of oneself and one’s relation to the 
world.

Thoreau was, of course, a writer and not a visual artist 
(although he drew in his journals). Still, there is a way in 
which Walden is a recording of its being written as much, 
or more, than it’s a record of the facts of Thoreau’s life at 
Walden Pond. The life and the book are not the same, and 
yet the book becomes a work of art—as both verb and 
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noun—through the life actually lived. 

When Marcel Duchamp immigrated to the United States 
during WWII, he was famously puzzled at finding himself 
better known in America than in his home country of 
France. Sometimes I have wondered if his enormous 
influence on artists such as Jasper Johns, Robert 
Rauschenberg and John Cage had something to do with 
a receptive ground having earlier been prepared by the 
example of Thoreau and Emerson and the New England 
Transcendentalists and, perhaps, of Walt Whitman. Like 
Duchamp, all of those writers insisted on the significance 
of, as Emerson wrote—“the near, the low, the common.” 

This notion of the potential for an art of the everyday has 
long been part of an American cultural and intellectual 
tradition. It is also the revolution of modern art we still live 
within—of art as a process and a set of constantly moving, 
shifting and negotiated relationships with our world—of an 
art that refuses to stand still. It’s a special kind of monkey 
business and it might be found anywhere—including at 
the Met, at MoMA, in Chelsea, in North Dakota, on the 
Internet and on the radio and on television, in the movie 
theaters and the library, at Wal-Mart, in the flea market 
and in the barnyard.  

JAMES What is the most valuable asset an 
MFA student can have as they conclude a 
graduate program and begin to produce work, 
begin to build and sustain a career as an 
artist?

MICHAEL Your use of the word “sustain” rather than 
“success” intrigues me. And if we are speaking of 
sustenance, then might we also address “career” as a 
lifelong activity as much as it is a profession?     

Building a professional resume of exhibitions, grant 
applications and residencies can certainly be important 
for any artist. But it may be equally important to 
understand that there is not one art world, instead 
there is a world of/for art. The challenge for any young 
artist is to find and then to cultivate or make a place for 
themselves and their work. That place, wherever it may 

be, then becomes an art world. 

Some may find their place in a gallery in Chelsea, in New 
York City. Others may find themselves in a small town 
in Iowa where there is no gallery. But an art world is not 
simply there, or not, to begin with. A world of/for art is 
not given. It is made. And its making requires repeated and 
sustained effort. 

A world of/for art is also not made of objects or spaces. 
It is, rather, through engaging a web or community of 
relations between ideas and conversations and values that 
an art world sometimes assembles or gathers itself around 
such things. Even in a virtual environment we all become 
local artists—in the sense that where something happens 
has a lot to do with what and how something happens. 
That is how a world of/for art becomes realized (is made 
real).

This fact appears to be a common thread through all of 
the presenters in this series—as artists/curators/teachers/
mentors/administrators—Jon, Matthew and Morgan each 
responds directly and imaginatively to the situation in 
which they find themselves. Each pays a lot of attention 
and respect to where they are, with little regard for, or 
worry about, the identity of their occupational category. 

To abandon art’s world’s altogether is another option—and 
frankly, there is no shame in that. But first, it might be a 
good idea to take time out for lunch.
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