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New York Artist Starts
New Ashcan School

By Jeffrey IHogrefe
Spatlal 10 The Washinglon P'ast

NEW YORK, Sept. 9—As a
crowd of art fanciers looked on, to-
day a 44-year-old artist turned this
city's biggest liability into an asset,
Garbage became art.

It was billed as a ballet for gar-
bage barges, the first sound and
light show ever held inside a gar-
bage dump, the first garbage show
held inside an art gallecy, and a
"cleansing ceremony” to wipe ob-
scenities directed at garbagemen
from the window of a Sollo gallery.

But for Mierle Laderman Ukeles,
the official artist-in-residence of the

The Washington Jost

D

New York City Department of San-
itation, it was the culmination of six
years of work on the force, during
which she shook hands with all of
the men on their routes and collect-
cd ancedotes along the way about
the plight of “the housekeepers of
the city.” In her first artwork she
sheathed a garbage truck m mir-
rors, “so people could sece who
makes garbage.” At approximately
2:30 this afternoon the seccond
phase of her art piece came to life
in the Marine Transfer Station.

A row of orange warning lights
flashed on and off, and the car-split-
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ting crunch of grinding garbage
“filled the room. A row of parbape
trucks and street-cleaning equip-
ment hined the cavernous river-
frent station, identified by museum-
style labels: “rear loading compact-
ing refuse callection teuck with
"graffiti,” and “cubic yard Athey
wagon used to transport refuse tao
. landlill site on Staten Island called
Fish Kilis.”

“My flezt is coming in,” quipped

Mayor Edward Koch, wearing a set
of earplugs to muffle the sound of
grinding gears and the long and
i short blasts of the tugbkeat out an
the Hudsaon, as the crowd of down-
town art lovers in T-shirts and blue
jeans encircled the pedium. “Only in
New York could you have a sanita-
tion department that hecomes a
work of art. | remember in the
[John] Lindsay years we had hap-
penings in  Central Park. We
thought that was elitist—we have
ours in the Department of Sanita-
tion.”

Ukeles, dressed in the official or-
ange sanitation department T-shirt
and a khaki vest pinned with but-
tons from labor organizatiens all
over the world, kept her speech
brief. "Thank you for coming,” zhe
said. “Welcome to the sanitation

department. 1 think that the sani-
tation  commissioner, Norman
Steisel, i3 like a modern-day Medici.
That he would use me as raw ma-
terial is wonderful. The tug's calling
s

A pair of 500-foot-lang barpes
glided gracefully fram the river into
the transfer station, [t was intended
to simulate what it 1s like when the
garbage trucks line up along the
railing of a transfer station to dis-
gorge their contents onto barges,
but they didn't today. This station,
one of several along the river, has
been closed for three years for re-
pairs. That was the end of the bal-
let, but nat of the event,

Everyene then moved dewntown
in a city bus with the words SUB-
WAY SHUTTLE flashing on and off
ta the Ranald Feldman Gallery in
SoHo, There the street was roped
off, and on the gallery walls were
obseenities written in water-based
paint: "WHY DO YOU MORONS
WITH THE TRUCKS MAKE S0
MUCH NOISE'™ "SLIME PICK-
LERS." "YOU GUYS ARE WORTH
NOTHING.

Ukeles climbed the steps of the
gallery in her black patent leather
shoes and green chartreuse stock-
ings and turned to address the
crowd. “One day [ heard a stary |

want to share with you," she said,
brushing her red hair back from her
face. "A man walked up to me and
said, "Mierle, 1 never thought you'd
do it, but you have. S

about my life. There | was, an ex-
pressionistic artist with degrees in
International Relations and African
History from Barnard and children

years ago we were picking up gar-
bage in Brooklyn. It was hot, It was
humid. We ¢came to a break and sat

down on the front porch of a lady..

She opened the windows and said,
‘Get away [rom me, you smelly gar-
bagemen. [ don’t want you stinking
up my steps.” For 17 years that has
stuck in my throat, Teday you
cleared it away,'

"Today we are going to clear all
the throats, Right here in front of
this gyllery we are going to stop
naming garbagemen as bad, wreng.
We are going to wipe it away.”

Ronald Feldman, the gallery's
director, grabbed a sponge and
went to work washing away the
word "Slimebag,”

"[ thought it would take me five
months to complete my project,”
said Ukeles in a quiet moment,
standing by her mirrored garbage
truck. It took me more than five
years, | guess [ am bad with arith-
metic,”

“The whele thing started when |
was changing my baby's diaper back
in the late "60s. I began to think
about maintenance, | began to think

and a husband. And yet | was out of
touch with the world, I went to the
sanitation department and made a
proposal—1I would meet all the san-
itation men and turn their work into
something dignified.”

Over the course of her first year
she shook hands with all 7,000
workers and witnessed some 8 mil-
lion tons of garbage being ground
up' and disposed of. She mirrored
the truck that is parked here today
outside the gallery. She cleaned the
floor of a New York museum. And
she won some loyal adherents
among the all-male force.

Doug Borkowski, eyeing the
crowd of SoHo art fanciers in
Christo T-shirts and ane that said
“Taste=Waste," said, “Sanitation
men zre nat like a bunch of garillas.
Some of us have college degrees,
Mierle has made us feel good about
ourselves. If that's what art is, it's
fine by me,”

“Maintenance,” said Mew York
artist Bonnie Lueas, “is the tradi-
tional feminist role. That's what
Mierle is all about. And I think she
is a breath of fresh air in this effete
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