ARTISTS on ARTISTS

YOU KNOW, IT’S NOT LIKE BETH CAMPBELL DOESN'T
repeat herself. But the work rarely looks the same,
whether in drawing, video, installation or sculpture.
(Her work doesn’'t exactly fit in a box.) Then again,
she does seem to like to play with repetition—or is it
replication?

Campbell often works with mass-produced house-
hold objects purchased from mainstream retail outlets.
In Living Room, 2003, the visitor walks into a gallery
and finds it furnished like a living room, but each of the

assembled items, filled with hidden speakers, has been
made to talk. They chide you into a reflexive state, ques-
tioning your domestic preconceptions. The potted plant
ruminates with a kind of doubting solipsism: “l used to
not separate my things from myself; they created my
personality,” while the chair answers, “l can’t remem-
ber when | became suspicious of things exactly.” As the
installation playfully manifests the pathetic fallacy, you
get sucked into the conversation.

Campbell told me that one of her greatest moments
of self-awareness had to do with a sort of paralysis:
choosing a toothbrush at the drugstore. No biggie, right?
They’ve got 10 colors that work and cost the same. But
am | a green toothbrush person or a red toothbrush
person? If | buy this toothbrush, am | supporting Central
American workers or am | oppressing African miners?
We ask objects to speak for us in small ways but they end
up inadvertently making larger statements.
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Here's the thing: when you get right down to it, we
look for comfort in objects. We talk to ourselves through
our purchases. But saying this is not the same as making
it evident. When Campbell multiplies the same unevent-
ful day in her video Same as Me, 2002, the same salon
table in Make Belief, 2005, or the same bedroom in
House (A Standardized Affectation for Telepresence),
2000, you end up with an uncanny sense of the individ-
ual refracted through the mass-produced. In Home Depot
or Wal-Mart you might see hundreds of the same thing,
but still in some kind of protozoic state, not yet hatched.
On the other side of the check-out, you suddenly under-
stand every purchase as an act of self-collage.

Experiencing this makes your sense of the incidental
stutter: are these my own thoughts or someone else’s?
The potential future drawings, 1997-2003, use phrases—
marketing fantasies?—strung together by possibility in
the same way that Never ending continuity error, 2004,

uses toothbrushes. You wander down a path of desire,
one drawn, the other gazed, as your willing complicity
fuels a narrative feedback loop putting your own identity
on stage.

As the anthropologist Marc Auge has pointed out, we
have become used to seeing other cultures through their
material culture while separating ourselves with some
kind of veil: primitivism, history, distance, bigotry, you
name it. The comfortable separation lent by a watered-
down anthropological gaze has become second nature at
the same time as commodity fantasies have intensified.
What if you just tore that veil off and looked right in the
mirror? What'’s the difference?

Don Shillingburg, an architect in New York and Berkeley,
is currently working with Peter Walker Partners on the
design of the World Trade Center Memorial.




