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August 10, 2007

Dear Bill, Dan, Dave, Dawn, Nick, Roxane, 
Sheila, and Tom,

Last semester I made a book, The Apocalyptic 
Future Has a Past, which examined a category of 
objects that fascinate me. Products of postin-
dustrial disenchantment, these objects are made 
of mass-manufactured parts cobbled together 
into new wholes. Examples included the work of 
Imitation of Christ, Barnaby Barford, Sarah 
Sze, Richard Hamilton, Fluxus, Tim Hawkinson, 
DJ Shadow; also the Big Dig house, TV Carnage, 
the DIY craft movement, the outfits featured in 
the Wardrobe Re-mix Flickr user group, and the 
dystopian future of repurposed objects depicted 
in the Mad Max trilogy. My book’s title derived 
from those movies. Before the apocalypse, things 
served their intended functions. After the bomb, 
everyone is a scavenger and a gatherer. A social 
structure like money is useless; what is valu-
able is only what you can build out of all the 
accumulated things of the past found around you. 
  I find this idea engrossing because I am en-
thralled by the world of things. I’ve been a 
scavenger and a gatherer (at thrift stores, flea 
markets, estate sales) from an early age. But 
I am not fond of the formal qualities of many 
cobbled together objects. I’m not interested in 
the scrappiness of collage and pastiche and junk 
sculpture. Instead, I’m interested in how new, 
elegant, surprising forms can be made of already 
existing things. I’m interested in economy, be-
cause I also find the sheer volume of stuff nau-
seating. So I’ve been thinking about saving. Or 
rather, the various denotations of to save:
  Save as to rescue. Save as to mend. Save as 
to preserve and protect. Save as to accumulate. 
Save as to make unnecessary. Save as to use 
without wasting: to economize. Save used to re-
move: save as “but” or “except”. 
  Saving things from obscurity, extinction, ex-
cess, meaninglessness, or themselves. Saving 
scraps for future applications. Saving space. 
Saving to reuse. Saving as utilizing an economy 
of form; making do with what is at hand; saving 
as repurposing. Saving as inventive improvisa-
tion. Saving as Yankee ingenuity.
  It is not accidental or entirely unfortunate 
that Save! has a ring of both missionary zeal 
and capitalist hawkishness. It has a sense of 
urgency because it is a call to action. We live 
in an age of excess. Save! offers a recourse of 
restraint and economy, a consideration of the 
future, and a way to prepare for it: by making 
the most of what we’ve already got.

All best,
Emily  
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Norwegian underwear | early 20th century

Winter underwear made from an old v-neck 
sweater. Saving as reusing a thing once its 
original life is spent. Note that the end use of 
repurposing need not be radically different in 
order to still be surprising.
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Despite the fact that the “first computer” was 
the jacquard loom in 1849, looking at weaving 
pattern templates still provide an anachronis-
tic thrill. They just look so contemporary. Plus 
so economical in form: these designs are noth-
ing but positive and negative units on a matrix. 
Like the economy of the alphabet: there is only 
A-Z and the space: but that is all you need. 

Jacob Angstadt Designs Drawn From His Weavers Patron Book | 1976
Ruth N. Holryod & Ulrike L. Beck



page � / 12Save!

Tangram | originated 960-1279 AD

This ancient Chinese puzzle is an excellent les-
son in economy of form and the potentially end-
less applications of a finite number of parts. 
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New England Digs | 2002
Mark Dion

The archaelogical dig as saving objects from 
their surroundings. Artist Mark Dion digs in a 
specified location and then meticulously organiz-
es his chaotic findings into an orderly and beau-
tiful universe. Curiosity cabinet as structure 
for saving. (Other saving structures: libraries, 
history museums, ragpiles, homes [especially at-
tics].)
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Sky Cathedral | 1958
Louise Nevelson

Enormous sculptures made of common objects, each 
painted monochrome and arranged into majestic 
configurations. Most “art from junk!” retains 
its origin and appears unfortunately whimsical. 
Through rigorous arrangement, treatment of sur-
face, and sheer scale, Nevelson not only saved 
objects to make the sculpture but also saved 
ordinary materials from their ordinariness.
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www.dirty-domains.com | 2001
Laura Carton

Artist Laura Carton downloads internet porn, 
photoshops out the actors, and meticulously 
reconstructs the tableaux. From her artist 
statement on www.nyfa.org: “Beyond the camouflage 
of naked flesh, what remains are carefully 
constructed and overproduced fictions—the mise-
en-scènes of domestic space, suburban melodra-
mas, utopian ideals, and fantasies.” Saving as 
looking closer at something already out there 
and liberating the latent meaning concealed by 
the most obvious. Saving as editing: “save” as 
“except.”
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Hand shadow puppets | 19th century

Economy of form. Saving by not using anything 
other than the one thing you always have—your 
body—to make something new. But it is also spe-
cifically using what you already have in such a 
surprising and ingenious way. The end result is 
literally not the thing you made but its shadow. 
So! Elegant!
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9 x 10 and Yellow; Red Triangle | 1965
Eugenio Carmi

While art director of the Italsider steel group, 
Carmi salvaged tin-plates from the rubbish heap 
and silkscreened on top of them. Graphis maga-
zine wrote that “these compositons in a sense 
restore meaning to the waste products of human 
labour.” The idea of the individual saving the 
waste from large industry is very appealing to 
me. But once again in these compositions there 
is an economy of form in addition to reuse of 
materials. On the left: let’s only use circles! 
But oh, ok, you can cut up the circles and use 
them as scraps too.
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letterpress studio snapshot | 2007

A picture of paper goods in my studio saved to 
print on: tickets, doilies, shooting range tar-
gets, flashcards, old letterhead, paper bags, 
shipping tags, radio ID cards, score cards. 
Also paper offcuts from cut down parent sheets: 
economy. Waste nothing. I am always looking for 
more found paper products to print on, and I 
store them for a future purpose not now antici-
pated. When the proper occasion arrives, I will 
be ready. 
  Of course, the process of letterpress printing 
from handset type, foundry ornaments, and pre-
existing cuts is about saving also: using only 
what is already out there, but trying to do so 
in a fresh, contemporary way. 
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Bachelor Science | 1985
(author in Japanese)

Purchased in Tokyo in a used bookshop. I can’t 
read it, but I can identify it as a tongue-in-
cheek sex manual. I love all the formal evidence 
of its economy of means: found images, old and 
new, of varying quality, all printed exclusively 
in black and white. Its dynamic design keeps its 
imposed limitations from feeling meager. The 
only way to save is to save with style.



page 12 / 12Save!

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Barber, Benjamin R. Consumed. New York: W. W. 
Norton & Co., 2007. The subtitle is “how markets 
corrupt children, infantalize adults, and swal-
low citizens whole.”  Lots of potential Save! 
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Whole Earth Catalog, maybe. 
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bits of this and that,” New York Times, Octo-
ber 27, 2002, AR 33, 38. Five years ago Thomas 
Hirschorn’s piece for Documenta was “Bataille 
Monument”, a “street display” of cultural detri-
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Hirschorn’s youth: “His goal was to be a graphic 
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kind of graphic designer.’”
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York Times, July 22, 2007, RE 4. Article about 
the apartment of Japanese textile curator Ste-
phen Szczepanek includes a description of Mei-
ji-period boro, “normal people’s textiles”, a 
“patched and mended” fabric of hemp, cotton, and 
ramie worn as sleeping kimonos. “The Japanese 
are inveterate recyclers. They understood the 
value of cloth... they were an indigenous people 
with a superrefined design sense. They would use 
anything to make fabric. But what they made was 
never meant to be seen.”


