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Goncharov, Kathleen. "Out of the Studio:
Art With Community." Bronx, NY: P.S. 39
Longwood Arts Project, January, 1987.
(Exhibition catalogue for Above it all -
Sculptors of the Bronx and Upper Manhat-
tan).
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Mierle Laderman Uksies' Maintenance Art

Mierle Laderman Ukales is a "community'’ artist
in the best sensa of tha term, that of dedicated
soclal activist. As artistin-residence (unpaid) for
the New York City Department of Sanitation, she
gave a group of workers, usually reviled, a new
sanse of pride and “"community.” As Director of
Exhibitions for Creative Time, in 1964 | worked
with Ukeles on the Touch Sanitation Show and
watched her briefly unite two very insular *com-
murities”, that of sanitation workers and the arnt
world, lor a common goal. We who worked with
her, the staffs of Creative Time, Ronald Feldman
Fine Arts, the New York Foundation for the Ants;
the NYC Department of Sanitation and its workers
and various other individuals also became par
of a “‘community,” coming together to realize
this incredibly ambitious project. But Ukeles'
most important accomplishment was to drive
home the fact that we are all pan of a global
“‘community" and in our symbiotic relationships,
all roles, no matter how mundane, are essential
for the survival of that community.

Ukeles' art comes partially out of the cancep-
tual, performance and ferminist movements of
the 1960°s with thesr social utopian aims. Alter
giving birth to a child, she began to question the
relationship of culture to everyday life when con-
fronted with the negative reactions 1o service
work and her role as a mother. Her response
was to leave the studio and make the demand-
ing routine of “maintaining” the family, the city

. &nd the earth info a collaborative performance,
while breaking down the traditional definitions of
art. With antecedents of early 20th century Euro-
pean movements such as Suprematism, Con-
structivism, Dada and Futurism, which extolled
the virtues of the unification of art and life, the
,breakdown of barriers between art and viewer, a
critique ol modern technology, labor, urban life,
and the expression of real bme and space,
Ukeles embraced as art, the everyday tasks that
make culture and every other social institution
possible Like those artists, she began this new
body of work in 1969 with a manilestn. Entitled
“"Manifesto for Maintenance Art: Proposal for an
Exhibition", it posited mai asalteral
artwork existing in real tima,

In 1976 Ukeles collaborated with a community
of 300 maintenance workers al the Uns Building
{which housed the Downtown Branch of the
Whitney) to do the performance piece, I Make
Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day" Concur-
rently she began interviewing sanitation workers
and in 1979 began Touch Sanitation, a perfor-
mance work in real time with video documenta:
tion in which she shook hands with and
personally thanked each of New York City's ap-
proximately 8,500 sanitation workers "“for keep-
ing New York alive.” In order 1o accomplish the
piece, Ukeles spent tweha hout days traveling
to tha 59 NYC Sanitation Districts to experience
the everyday reality of the workers in a related
pert called Ft ing in Your Foolsteps.
For tha 1984 Art Parade she choreographed a

Wierle Laderman Ulees, Touch Saniation, 187981,
Performance work, courtesy Ronald Feldman.

Baliet M rique for Six Mechanical Sweep-
ers. She glso created The Social Mirroy, a mir-
rored sanitation truck which graphically points to
the fact that all of us in the community must take
respansibility for the garbage we creale and
when we call those who pick it up "garbage-
men'* we unfairly assimilate them into our own
product.

Ukeles' move in the 1980's to a more public
arena culminated in the two-part Touch Sanita-
ton Show in 1984, billed as a total environmental
artwork. Part |, presented by Creative Time con-
sisted of the conversion of the enormous NYC
Departmant of Sanitation transfer station al 59th

Street into an installation piece. it included an
Athey Wagon resembling a monster created by
Steven Spielberg and a bicycle equipped with
brooms, a gift from the people of Peking to New
York City. There was a 350 ft. flashing light
sculpture made from the parts of condemned
sanitation trucks, a trough filled with thousands
and thousands of worn-out gloves used by sani-
tation workars, @ multi-track sound work with the
wvoices of workers and the sounds of their rucks,
2 huge salt mound, and many other works
made from sanitation equipment and vehicies.
Marrying of the Barges was a ballet periomed
by two tug boats and like the earlier Ballet
Mechanique..., a celebration of the machine in
the Russian Constructivist and avant garde
theater traditions, aesthetically engaging as well
as socially significant.

Part Il took place at Ronald Feldman Gallery
and cons:sted of two video environments:
“'Wasle Fiow Video" included four towers,
representing the seasons, showing tapes of
workers’ interviews on twenty-eight monitors;
"Sandman’s Place” consisted of a re-creation of
an old fashioned sanitation workers' facility
created from other people’s throw-aways and a
newer facility made up of new furniture bought
specifically for the sanitation workers (a newly in-
stituted policy in New York City). The finale was a
performance calied Cleansing the Bad Names
in which leaders in the art world and public life
cleaned the names santation workars are
called, from the windows of the gallery, With the
Touch Sanitation Show, Ukeles accomplished a
difficutt agenda indeed. She inspired interaction
within and among a number of communities
within an experimental art context.
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