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Abstract

A STATEMENT ON THE ONE-LINER

This thesis is an extended artist statement that addresses work created during the
second year of the Master of Fine Arts (MFA) program at George Washington
University. It uses historical models set up by experimental musician John Cage and
conceptual artist Douglas Huebler as reference points for exploring lines and one-liners.
The formal element of the line is used as a connecting motif throughout the work. It is
investigated through installation work that uses already existing materials, such as library
books and a double-sided chalkboard. The line is also investigated through performance-
based works, in which the artist finds traces of lines in green fields to walk along. Using
the formal element of the line as a foundation, the work also literally and conceptually
explores the idea of the one-liner, as a self-referential entity that is what it is. Site-
specific works address the one-liner in this way. By using found imperfections within a
space as ready-made one-liners, the work goes on to form associations with cartographic
locations, as literal representations of space. Through an examination of lines and one-
liners, the work attempts to shift our perception, by highlighting the near-nothings of

everyday life.
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Part 1: Introduction

A line can be both simple and complex. It can simultaneously exist anywhere and
nowhere, while remaining impervious to a concrete definition. A line can be a naturally
occurring horizon line or drawn line in the sand. Literally, a line can act as a border that
designates space or an indicator of balance. It can also metaphorically reference a piece
of written text or music, and at the same time imply a selection of thoughts that have not
yet been tangibly recorded. Essentially, the line can take any shape or form to become
what John Cage describes as “something that reminds us of nothing.”* This quote is
taken from Cage’s 1951 “Lecture on Something,” in which he referenced the changing
state of the art world during the affluence of post-World War Il America. Since materials,
objects, and sounds already existed in abundance, Cage saw no need to incorporate new
ones into his musical compositions. Instead, he wrote his scores within the realm of
silence, which allowed for already existing ambient noise to become the focal point.

My use of the line as a formal element to reference the idea of the one-liner, is
similar to Cage using silence to highlight ambient noise. The already existing noises are
somethings that easily blend into the everyday environment as unnoticed nothings. The
one-liner operates along the same vein by taking the different iterations of a line and
pairing them down to become one self-referential entity that is what it is. In this sense,
the one-liner, takes the something that is already available and simplifies it until it is one
concise thing. This simplified and concise singular thing, which can come very close to

being nothing, is how the one-liner can serve as a solid foundation and beginning point.

! John Cage, “Lecture on Something,” in Silence, (Middleton: Wesleyan University Press, 1961), 129.



Cage incorporated silence into his musical compositions because he viewed it as a
near-nothing moment and a potential state. He observed that silence was comprised of
ambient noises from everyday life and wanted to highlight this. Instead of allowing these
already existing ambient noises—the shuffle from the audience, the faint buzz of plugged
in equipment, the soft hum of a radiator—to blend into the background, he emphasized
them with moments of silence. The potential he created with silence challenged the
meditative endurance of his audience, which shifted their expectations of what music
should sound like. In compositions such as Imaginary Landscape #4, Two Pastorales, A
Flower, Sonatas and Interludes, and 4’33, there are passages where the silence becomes
“so intolerable that [one] cannot imagine another sonorous chord coming into
existence.”? Like Cage, | am pushing the expectations of my audience (although in a
visual instead of auditorial context) by putting more emphasis on what is already
potentially available than what has yet to be created. Thus, what already exists and how it

is chosen to be identified in an art context, becomes the bulk of the work.

2 Jameson, Fredric. Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1991), 28.



Part 2: Background

By incorporating already existing elements into works, I am highlighting the one-
liner as a potential idea waiting to be activated. This potential is a central concern of the
work because it points at what already existing elements could be in relation to what they
actually are, which becomes a means to shift our perception of the everyday. This shift in
perception is what 1960s conceptual artist Douglas Huebler describes as “the form of art
when the role traditionally played by visual experience is mitigated or eliminated.” The
historically traditional model for art that Huebler is referring to, and the expectation that
it should comprise of experientially profound and complex objects, has unfortunately
caused the idea of the one-liner seem to lack dimension. As German Philosopher,
Theodor Adorno writes in his 1951, Minima Moralia, “Cultivated philistines are in the
habit of requiring that a work of art ‘give’ them something.” In this particular passage,
Adorno implies that the “giving” of aesthetics is always linked to an object with
heightened prestige attached to it. Thus, it would seem that art must always be connected
to a physical object and be expected to give something profound. Huebler’s solution, to
counter this expectation, is to “simply...state the existence of things in terms of time
and/or place...[focusing on] things whose interrelationship is beyond direct perceptual

experience.” Instead of shifting experience beyond what is “direct[ly] perceptual” like

® Huebler, Douglas. “Untitled Statements (1969)” in Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz, Theories and
Documents of Contemporary Art: A Sourcebook of Artists' Writings. (Berkley: University of California
Press, 1996), 840.

* Adorno, Theodor. Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life. (London: Unwin Brothers Ltd., The
Gresham Press, 1974), 216.

® Huebler, Douglas. “Untitled Statements (1969)” in Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz, Theories and
Documents of Contemporary Art: A Sourcebook of Artists' Writings. (Berkley: University of California
Press, 1996), 840.



in Huebler’s case, my work sets out to temporarily put more weight on simple, paired-
down ideas, by changing the expectations for experience. With this model, the absence
of literal, substantial somethings and complex, multi-layered ideas create a simplified
state. It is within this state that objects and ideas do not have to be physically or
conceptually big to have an impact. This examination begins with works that literally
utilize the formal element of the line as its single, central image and progresses into
works that start with elements of the line, but go on to highlight barely noticeable, in-
between entities that may have been overlooked in the first place. These works that go
beyond using the element of the line as a central image, still remain straightforward

however, and still refer to the one-liner as a conceptual foundation.



Part 3: Lines

Works that use the line as a formal element, address the idea of the one-liner
literally. By combining already available materials with the line as a central image, the
works Line Research (2008) and Line Instruction (2008) emphasize the self-referential
nature of the one-liner. Line Research features a slide projector placed on the floor that
projects an image of a pencil drawn line onto a white wall. On the floor, the slide
projector is propped up at an angle by library books with the word “line” in their titles.
The books are selected based on their titles and checked-out from the library that is
closest to where the piece is installed. Line Instruction must always be created and
installed in an educational setting where a double-sided chalkboard is available. One side
of the chalkboard is thoroughly cleaned with a sponge and a single white chalk line is
drawn horizontally through the center. The other side of the chalkboard is dirtied with
chalk dust and a single water line is drawn horizontally through the center. By using
already available materials and focusing on the element of the line, both pieces subtly and
self-referentially return to the simplicity of a one-liner, as an entity that is what it is. The
already existent materials—the library books and chalkboard—become conceptual ready-
made one-liners, while the formal lines—the projected image of a line and the drawn
chalk and water lines—are literal images of a singular line. Together, these works use
the one-liner as a simple, formal investigation and serve as foundation pieces for
performance based and site-specific installation works that then go on to investigate the

one-liner in a more conceptual manner.



Figure 1:

Line Research (Installation view), 2008



Figure 2:

Line Instruction, 2008



Part 4: Performance

Works that are performance-based use found spaces to address the one-liner as
both a literal and conceptual element. The works in the ongoing Untitled (In Search
Of...) series, in particular, address formal as well as implied ideas associated with the
one-liner. Visually, the work consists of photographs that document the physical act of
walking along found lines in green fields until a feeling of discomfort is reached. The
photographic documentation, in this sense, constitutes the literally seen element of the
one-liner, as all the photographs in the series show a figure following a single line.
Conceptually, this work is about the actual act of walking into these fields and reaching a
potential space of slight discomfort, which is a response to a change in condition that
does not translate through a photograph. This internalized feeling of discomfort thus
constitutes the unseen aspect of the work, where awareness of this moment can only exist
through the artist telling the viewer by word of mouth. Thus, elements of seen versus
unseen are addressed in this work through both the documentation and actual
performative action that is focused around the literal act of walking along a single line.
Although these added layers—between seen and unseen, documentary and
performative—bring the work beyond a formal investigation of the one-liner, they are
ultimately still grounded by the visual element of the line. The literal one-line becomes a
connecting formal element, while the feeling of discomfort becomes a conceptually

ephemeral, one-liner moment.



Figure 3:

Untitled (In Search Of...), Field 6, 2008



Part 5: Site-specific Installation

Instead of focusing on the formal element of the line as a visual foundation, site-
specific installation works find potential in already existing elements. These works use
found elements as ready-made one-liners that become simple starting points. The Map Is
Not The Territory (2009) is an example of a site-specific work made using the
imperfections found at an old industrial space (Area 405, a non-profit arts organization)
in Baltimore, Maryland. The positive and negative shapes created from the peeling paint
throughout the space are highlighted as cartographic markers. These markers, when
matched with map locations, give the shapes on the walls, awnings, and floors a literal
location alongside an actual lake, island, country, etc. Accompanying these found
shapes, are plaques that outline the history of the matched territory’s name, grounding the
otherwise overlooked wall imperfections with both a cartographic location and
etymological meaning. Realistically, matching the already found shapes with
cartographic locations and then identifying the origin of the location’s name is one of the
numerous associations that can be made with these ready-made shapes. However, | have
specifically chosen to work with maps for their literal connotations and their ability to
visually illustrate actual, physical space. This way, | am giving the otherwise abstracted
shapes a straight-forward meaning as well as referencing the idea of the one-liner as an
entity that has a specific place and meaning. In other words: it is what it is. The Map Is
Not The Territory piece, although not incorporating the formal element of the line in any
way, still references the idea of the one-liner conceptually, by merging the specificity of

mapped locations with the specificity of found shapes as ready-made one-liners.
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Figure 4:

The Map Is Not The Territory (Installation view of a few pieces), 2009
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Part 6: Conclusion

My work, despite its various mediums, can always be traced back to the idea of
the one-liner. The one-liner is translated in this work through an investigation of the
singular line as a connecting formal motif. Additionally, the one-liner serves as a literal
foundation that more abstracted and conceptual works can succinctly return to. Every
time the work attempts to be big, both literally and conceptually, the opposite happens
and the work ends up being small. This return to smallness becomes a return to the
simplicity of the one-liner, as a connecting motif and established base. Using the one-
liner as a base, a narrative becomes a single sentence, a sentence becomes a single word,
a series becomes a single image, a performance becomes paired down to one gesture, and
so forth. The work returns to the simplicity and smallness that is inferred by the one-liner
because it is interested in eliminating all unnecessary embellishments that might detract
from it. In this paired-down state absent of grand gestures, the one-liner has the most
potential to be essential and concise. When this unobstructed and straightforward state is
achieved, the one-liner can then go on to provide insight into the near-nothings of
everyday life. These easily overlooked moments are important in a contemporary society
that is constantly in flux as they allow for us to take a step back and to realize that

focusing on the small and simple might have more impact than the large and complex.
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