PRESS RELEASE
Rotterdam, December 2010

MAKING IS THINKING
23 January – 1 May 2011
Opening: Saturday 22 January 2011, from 6-9 p.m.

Witte de With, Center for Contemporary Art, is pleased to announce the
exhibition Making is Thinking. This group show featuring fifteen
international artists and curated by Zoë Gray will run from 23rd January
until 1st May 2011.
Making is Thinking explores distinct artistic practices engaged with
notions of conceptual craft and intuitive industry. It seeks to collapse the
persistent dichotomy between the practical and the intellectual, and
presents a range of works that refuse the binary of concept and form.
Artists: Wilfrid Almendra, Eva Berendes, Alexandre da Cunha, Julia
Dault, Dewar & Gicquel, Anne Hjort Guttu, Hedwig Houben, Teppei
Kaneuji, Edgar Leciejewski, Rita McBride, William J. O'Brien, Eva
Rothschild, Hans Schabus, Koki Tanaka.
European society has been marked by an increasing division between
making and thinking that finds its roots in the industrial revolution. With
the decline of urban guilds and rural cottage industries in the nineteenth
century, and the subsequent mechanization of labor, workers were
separated into blue- and white-collar jobs. Today, our education system
privileges the creation of flexible “knowledge workers” over those with
practical skills or manual know-how.
It is possible to trace a similar division in art since the beginning of the
twentieth century. With Duchamp’s introduction of the readymade in
1913, the focus of avant-garde artistic practice shifted away from
technique and the process of making to the transformative power of the
artist’s vision. This saw the flourishing of conceptual art and the
movement that Lucy Lippard famously labeled the dematerialization of
the art object, culminating in Lawrence Weiner's 1968 Declaration of
Intent in which he announced that an artwork “need not be built.” For
Weiner, thinking is making. Nevertheless, today artists are still making
physical artworks and engaging with tangible materials. In our
increasingly dematerialized world, how are we to engage with
materiality? How might thoughtful forms of this insistence on making
relate to our supposedly post-industrial society?
In recent years, craft has been held up to epitomize an alternative set of
social values in the face of industrial production, global capitalism and
mass consumerism. Yet this idea of craft is broader than that defended
by John Ruskin or William Morris at the start of the previous century.
Incorporating many elements of Modernism and informed by
postmodernism, it offers a radical way for rethinking questions of work,
both within and beyond the artistic field. Many artists are turning to this
expanded notion of craft as a paradigm for making that seems to fuse
previously oppositional positions – such as the trace of the artist’s hand
and conceptual reflection – and are exploring its potential for
reconsidering broader questions of production.
Among the artworks included in Making is Thinking, several recurring or
overlapping areas of interest are discernible: There is a fascination with
the role of the amateur, occupied with absurdly time-consuming
activities that verge on meditation (Wilfrid Almendra, Dewar & Gicquel,
Teppei Kaneuji, Hans Schabus). There is an analysis of the process of
creation, and a transformation of this analysis into a new moment of
creation (Hedwig Houben, Ane Hjort Guttu, Edgar Leciejewski).
[continued overleaf]
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There is an exploration of sculpture and the applied arts, a struggle
between functionalism and formalism that avoids any hint of nostalgia
(Julia Dault, Rita McBride, Eva Rothschild). There is a flourishing of
decoration and beauty in the reassessment of certain Modernist tropes
(Eva Berendes, Alexandre Da Cunha). There is the avoidance of
conscious thinking and the emphasis on intuitive knowledge (William J.
O’Brien, Koki Tanaka). And in many of the works, there is a knowing
humor or irony that deflates the pious earnestness that can accompany
discussions of craft.
Accompanying program:
 25 January 2011: Masterclass by Julia Dault and William O’Brien.
 Throughout: Workshop by Hedwig Houben at Willem de Kooning
Academy.
 Date tbc: Crafternoon, a discussion afternoon combined with
making, open to all.
 Date tbc: Rita McBride will give a public lecture.
As Rita McBride once said: “Art doesn’t matter, it is the doing, the
learning, the scrambling, the growing, the discoveries along the way that
matter.” Continuing Witte de With Education’s successful series of “art
confrontations”, interactive tours of the exhibition will be available
throughout its duration, structured to explore the “discoveries along the
way.”
Publication:
To highlight the importance placed on process, the accompanying
publication will be produced over the course of the show, and made
available to the public in online installments. It will be an illustrated
downloadable file in English, available free of charge from www.wdw.nl
The publication will feature an introduction by curator/editor Zoë Gray
followed by four essays. The contributors include Gavin Delahunty,
Head of Exhibitions & Displays, Tate Liverpool; Alice Motard, curator,
Raven Row, London; Solveig Øvstbø, director of Bergen Kunsthall;
Yoshiko Nagai, curator, Tokyo.
Curated by Zoë Gray, assisted by Amira Gad
Supported by Goethe-Institut Niederlande, OCA, CulturesFrance.
Witte de With is funded by the City of Rotterdam and the Dutch Ministry of Culture.

PRESS:
For press requests, please send us an email via press@wdw.nl or call us
on + 31 (0) 10 411 01 44.
Further information available on www.wdw.nl or send us an email via
info@wdw.nl or call us on + 31 (0) 10 411 01 44.

Coming up at Witte de With in 2011:
THE END OF MONEY, 22 May – 7 Aug 2011
MELANCHOTOPIA, 4 Sep – 27 Nov 2011
ANGELA BULLOCH, 27 Nov 2011 – Feb 2012
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introduction

An accelerating division between making and
thinking has marked European society since
the Industrial Revolution. In our current digital,
(allegedly) post-industrial epoch, we in the
“developed” world are increasingly distanced
from physical production. Consumer goods are
manufactured far away by people we never meet,
distributed through channels too complex to trace,
and transported by means we never see. When our
products break, we replace them, unable to fix their
high-tech circuitry or rewrite their computer
programs. Daily life is filtered through the screen of
the television, laptop, or smartphone. Even the most
symbolic entity—money—has become digitized,
traded and placed in virtual pyramids to the point
of vanishing completely.
Several movements are emerging that seek
to reclaim production, to regain a sense of control
by getting involved once more in the processes
of making. The revival of self-suﬃciency is fuelled
as much by the growing debates on sustainability
as by the economic recession and its accompanying
conservatism.2 And this resurgence of interest
in making is not limited to grass-roots activists or
enthusiastic hobbyists, but is shared by politicians
and policy planners alike. In his bestselling book,
The Case for Working with Your Hands or Why
Oﬃce Work is Bad for Us and Fixing Things Feels
Good (2009), Matthew Crawford argues that
manual work is more intellectually engaging and
rewarding than so-called “knowledge work.”3
Crawford—who quit his job as head of a Washington
think-tank to repair motorcycles for a living—writes:
“We want to feel that our world is intelligible, so we
can feel responsible for it. This seems to require that
the provenance of our things be brought closer to
home. Many people are trying to recover a field of
vision that is basically human in scale, and extricate
themselves from dependence on the obscure forces
in a global economy.”3 He calls for a rethinking of the
hierarchical separation of workers into blue- and
white-collar jobs, and a total re-evaluation of our
education system, which currently privileges the
creation of flexible “knowledge workers” over those
with practical skills or manual know-how. While his
vision of diﬀerent vocations is rather polarized, his
book convincingly traces the separation of makers
and thinkers that characterized the twentieth century.
In recent years, craft has re-emerged as a way
of making that oﬀers an alternative set of values
to those of industrial production, global capitalism
and mass consumerism. The title of this exhibition
1 See also Suzanne Moore, ‘Bland

leading the bland’, The Guardian,
26 November 2010, p.21
2 According to the British
Minister for Culture, Ed Vaizey,
this is now “the hottest book in
political circles.” Cited by JohnPaul Flintoﬀ in ‘White-collar work
is doomed: get your hands dirty’,

The Sunday Times, 2 January
2011, p.19. Flintoﬀ continues:
“Michael Gove, the education
secretary and David Willetts, the
universities minister, are among
the book’s biggest fans.”
3 Matthew Crawford, The Case
for Working with Your Hands,
Penguin, London, 2009, p.8

Such a reassessment of craft oﬀers a radical way
for rethinking questions of work, both within and
beyond the artistic field. Strangely, neither Crawford
nor Sennett explore visual art in their analysis
of “manual” work that is intellectually rewarding.
This is precisely the location at which I wish to posit
this exhibition. At stake here is a paradigm for
making that fuses previously oppositional positions,
which I have tried to evoke by using seemingly
paradoxical terms such as “conceptual craft” and
“intuitive industry.” The artists included in Making
is Thinking are people whose work I have encountered
over the course of my travels in the past few years,
from Ghent to Tokyo, Cholet to Chicago. Hailing
from diverse backgrounds, their work presents
alternatives to the products of the aforementioned
rational, post-industrial, digitized European society.
The idea for the exhibition emerged from my
discussions with them and they represent a
subjective selection rather than an exhaustive
illustration. While each work has its own agenda,
several overlapping areas of interest are discernible:
There is a fascination with the role of the amateur
or even hobbyist, occupied with absurdly timeconsuming activities that verge on meditation
(Wilfrid Almendra, Dewar & Gicquel, Teppei Kaneuji,
Hans Schabus). There is an analysis of the process
of creation, and its transformation into a new
moment of creation (Hedwig Houben, Ane Hjort
Guttu, Edgar Leciejewski). There is an exploration
of sculpture’s relation to the applied arts and
a flourishing of decoration in the reassessment of
certain Modernist tropes (Julia Dault, Rita McBride,
Eva Rothschild, Eva Berendes, Alexandre da Cunha).
There is the avoidance of conscious thinking and the

The author E.M. Forster famously asked
“How can I tell what I think till I see what I say?”6
For me, the process of curating is comparable to the
thinking process. An exhibition is not a fait accompli
—it is just the beginning. To highlight the importance
placed on process by Making is Thinking, the
accompanying publication will develop over the
course of the show. It will think along with the
exhibition, if you will, and be made available online
in installments, each free to download from
www.wdw.nl. Four writers have been invited to
contribute: Alice Motard, who shares my curatorial
interest in craft, will give a historical perspective
by writing about William Morris. Solveig Øvstebø,
whose exhibition Looking is Political (2009) was
influential on my thinking, will interview Ane Hjort
Guttu. Yoshiko Nagai, whose conversation and
original way of looking at artwork I have long valued,
will write a short story inspired by the work of Teppei
Kaneuji. And curator Gavin Delahunty will write
about thinking. These chapters and the shorter texts
that follow in this guide provide some entry points
into the practice of the participating artists.
However, what you make of the exhibition could be
another story entirely.
Zoë Gray

4 Talk by Sennett at Arminius,

Rotterdam, 26 November 2010.

5 Ibid.

6 Aspect of the Novel, 1927, u.p.

making is thinking

emphasis on intuition, instinct and tacit knowledge
(William J. O’Brien, Koki Tanaka). In many of the
works there is a knowing humor or irony, which
deflates the pious earnestness that can accompany
discussions of craft. In all, there is a proximity
to production and a keen awareness of process.
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comes from a book that makes just such a proposal:
The Craftsman (2008) by Richard Sennett. “Making
is thinking” was his maxim as he wrote the book.
Sennett is a sociologist and ethnographer who has
written extensively on capitalism and labor, studying
the new economy and its eﬀects on the way in which
we work. His motivation for writing The Craftsman
came from a desire to know “what life was like
for ordinary workers within the machines of
contemporary capitalism.”4 In talking with these
“ordinary workers,” Sennett discovered that work
had become “a privatized domain in which the
emphasis was no longer on doing work well,” but on
doing it eﬃciently, which led in turn to the loss of
a sense of agency.5 In examining the quality of work
under new capitalism, Sennett asked himself what
an alternative could be, and struck upon the notion
of “craftsmanship.” Through a wide range of
examples, Sennett argues that craftsmanship oﬀers
continuity between pre- to post-industrial times.
For him, craftsmanship is anything that involves
a literal connection between the hand and the head.
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THE NETHERLANDS
Making is Thinking
By Sean O’Toole

Witte de With Rotterdam
When Marcel Duchamp walked into J.L. Mott Iron
Works in the Spring of 1917, accompanied by Joseph
Stella and Walter Arensberg, it is unlikely that any of
them would have described the Bedfordshire-model
porcelain urinal that caught their attention as an ‘offthe-shelf’ product. This doesn’t mean that it wasn’t; it
was – the expression just hadn’t been coined yet. The
first recorded use of the adjective ‘off-the-shelf’ was in
1950, 36 years after workers at Henry Ford’s
manufacturing plant reduced the assembly time of a
Model T from half a day to 93 minutes using
standardized parts and procedures. Not to belabour the
point, but it would seem that language, rather than
always offering the consolation of off-the-shelf words to
make sense of our actions and thoughts, arrives after
the fact.
I had this distinct sense looking at French artist Wilfrid Almendra’s Handcrafted Pick-axe (2003) and two
Handcrafted Trowels (2003), pristine reproductions of off-the-shelf implements made in collaboration with the
artistic duo Daniel Dewar and Grégory Gicquel. Displayed in a Perspex vitrine, the buffed and engraved tools were
more than reactionary memorials to the notion of physical labour; Almendra’s artisanal creations are mute
visualizations of the trio’s enquiry into mass-production and standardization. They elegantly animated (rather than
merely illustrated) curator Zoë Gray’s theme for ‘Making is Thinking’, based on her interest in recent sociological
enquiries into the alienation implicit in global capitalism’s increasingly atomized and deskilled production
processes.
Two books framed Gray’s thinking for this show: Matthew Crawford’s The Case of Working with Your Hands or
Why Office Work is Bad for Us and Fixing Things Feels Good (2009), a popular broadside against ‘ignorance of
the world of artefacts’, and Richard Sennett’s The Craftsman (2008), a lapidary argument for the physical act of
making as congruent and proximate to thinking. Famously, neither Crawford nor Sennett explicitly engages the
visual arts, where the decoupling of labours of hand and head are pronounced. This omission allowed Gray some
licence to fashion an idiosyncratic interpretation of Sennett’s declaration that ‘making is thinking’. Eschewing
masonry, she presented a more applied and unstable reading, drawing on the practices of contemporary artists
working with photography, video, sculpture and performance. The protagonists included Edgar Leciejewski, who
makes austere photographic studies of the ‘raw state’ of his Leipzig studio, and Chicago native William J. O’Brien,
whose pencil and ink drawings possess a rich materiality despite the hard-edged abstraction of their composition.
Sculpture was well represented with Alexandre da Cunha’s quixotic four-by-seven-metre ceiling-hung work made
of mop-heads (Palazzo, 2009), and Rita McBride’s freestanding red room divider, Stratacolour (2008), based on
the shapes of plastic templates formerly used in technical drawing.
Unavoidably, there were cleavages between the conceptual terrain being mapped and the works themselves.
What group exhibition framed around a speculative position doesn’t get similarly tripped up? Peculiarly, many of
the sculptural and photographic works tended toward a minimal formalism, and in some pieces, as in Teppei

Kaneuji’s Tower (2009), a hand-drawn animation of a smoking tower, the evidence of making didn’t always prompt
a thinking reflex in the viewer. Diversions and dead-ends notwithstanding, Gray managed to piece together a
‘strangely coherent sprawl’ (an expression I borrow from Scott McLemee’s engaging review of The Craftsman in
Bookforum).
The museum-quality pickaxe and trowels aside, standout contributions included Dutch artist Hedwig Houben’s
video discussions of her sculptural practice (About The Good and The Bad Sculpture, 2009, and Colour and
Shapes, A Short Explanation of My Artistic Practice, 2010), from its rootedness in geometric forms to why it
sometimes fails. The deadpan narration, which is resolutely earnest but subtly mocking, lends the commentary a
comic tension. It also suggests that making is a series of complications, difficulties and solutions that challenge the
mind as much as frustrate the hand. Los Angeles-based Koki Tanaka, an admirer of Bruce Nauman, also employs
video, albeit as a tool for recording his fascination with cheap domestic objects, most of them plastic, and the
peculiar sounds they make when swivelled, twirled, thrown or kicked. Everything is Everything (2006) replays an
infinite loop of Tanaka’s field recordings of, variously, an aluminium ladder being kicked over, an inflatable bed
falling down stairs, and two yellow hardhats colliding. Gee whiz, you appreciatively think.
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