
ARTSPEAK	 	 CONTACT

233 CARRALL ST T 604 688 0051

VANCOUVER, BC F 604 685 1912

CANADA E ARTSPEAK@ARTSPEAK.CA

 V6B 2J2 W WWW.ARTSPEAK.CA

POSTSCRIPT	34 03–26–2008

ARTSPEAK IS A MEMBER OF THE PACIFIC ASSOCIATION OF ARTIST RUN CENTRES. 

ARTSPEAK GRATEFULLY ACKNOWLEDGES THE SUPPORT OF THE CANADA COUNCIL FOR  

THE ARTS, THE PROVINCE OF BRITISH COLUMBIA THROUGH THE BRITISH COLUMBIA 

ARTS COUNCIL, THE CITY OF VANCOUVER, OUR BOARD OF DIRECTORS,  VOLUNTEERS 

AND OUR MEMBERS. 

The gray volumes of conceptualism are filled with som-
ber ciphers which express primarily the inexpressibility 
of socially-critical thought in the form of art. They em-
body a terrible contradiction. These artists attempted 
to break out of the prison-house of the art business, its 
bureaucracy and architecture and to turn toward social 
life. But in that process they reassumed the very empti-
ness they wished to put behind them. – Jeff Wall1 

The first thing that I think of is a sense of innocence, 
and the innocence of believing in art. You know, it’s like 
when you first go to art school, you really believe in art, 
you believe in its possibilities. [...] Can art not be a little 
more unpremeditated, a little more innocent, a lot more 
playful? – Laiwan2 

Michael Drebert’s project Available Light presents a 
playful combination of conceptual experimentation and 
visual-material form. If the project is post-conceptual, it 
still stands out within such a nebulous category – mainly 
because of its hopeful engagement with public space and 
a distinctly egalitarian ethos. Stratagems and forms of 
historical conceptual art practice3 continue to provide a 
kind of feeding-corpse for the evolution of contemporary 
post-conceptual art markets. Preoccupied with precedent, 
professional association and connoisseurship, these 
markets can seem to mirror those that have existed for the 
visual arts in general over centuries – markets which have 
acted, in part, as catalysts for the emergence of socially 
conscious, conceptually oriented art movements in the 
first place. I believe Drebert successfully complicates his 
project in relation to this ironic cannibalization of historical 
conceptual art for the production of novel mannerist 
styles. To my mind, Available Light embodies a critical 
tension between conceptual and visual concerns (and their 
consequences) that is crucial to its success. Incidentally, 
the project’s structure and installation seem to meet the 
criteria set out by the art historian Thomas Crow for the 
continued critical relevance of conceptual art in relation 
to visual culture: “1) it must be living and available rather 
than concluded; 2) it must presuppose, at least in its 
imaginative reach, renewed contact with lay audiences; 
and 3) it must document a capacity for the world beyond 
the most proximate institutions of artistic display and 
consumption.”4 

Available Light consists of a 24” x 30” poster designed and 
written by the artist, reproduced in a print run of 1200, and 
then posted at intersections and on lamp posts across 
downtown Vancouver. A line of word-processed text in 
smaller font size appears at the bottom of the poster, listing 
the artist, the project, gallery and contact information, 
providing a sense of convention and context wherever it is 
situated. Please see the above image for the poster text. 

Do I need to know if Drebert starts a fire or not? What 
does he mean by “big enough” and “available light”? 
Will he adhere to the stipulated timeline within the text? 
Inadequacies of language, representation and narrative are 
immediately present. Perhaps in Available Light “all planning 
and decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a 
perfunctory affair,”5  but I don’t think so. The work requires 
others to complete it. There are as many works in Drebert’s 
project as there are potentially empowered collaborators 
on the street. The poster has been carefully designed 
to garner attention in public space. It involves specific 
aesthetic decisions and references drastically removed 
from the “mausoleum look”6 attributed by Jeff Wall to 
various canonized conceptual art works (involving card files, 
photo-stats, sans -serif fonts, steel cabinets, plain binders, 
grey texts, etc.). Beyond this, the project identifies itself as 
art without exploring the constitution, limits or authority of 
this nominational status. 

Through the use of a highly stylized and manually rendered 
ink and brush script, Available Light refers to a wide range 
of formally complex contemporary art works that have 
considered the historical failings and current impasses 
of revolutionary praxis, social change and political 
community. Consider the visual/textual elements within the 
work of artists as diverse as Sam Durant, Gillian Wearing, 
Raymond Pettibon, Thomas Hirschhorn, Mark Wallinger, or 
even local artist Geoffrey Farmer – to name only a few. In 
each instance, a “do-it-yourself” textual aesthetic becomes 
a kind of referential armature for what could be broadly 
(and yes, problematically) described as an “oppositional 
voice.” I imagine that the biro scrawl of May 68 graffiti 
(All Power to the Imagination!), punk rock nihilism (No 
Future!), and post-New Left anti-globalization activism 
(Battle in Seattle!) are reconfigured within this metonymic 
representational form – a form that is easily conflated with 

abject scribbling (imagine what awaits you on the walls of 
a public toilet stall). The text form Drebert has chosen flirts 
with this sense of equivalency and points to the codification 
of dissent, resignation and indifference within an “End of 
History”7 global marketplace (theoretically existing now for 
almost twenty years). 

I believe Drebert has chosen these visual affiliations in 
order to play with assumed expectations of meaning. His 
almost silly (perhaps illogical, perhaps lacking) text points 
to intimations of meaning and understanding beyond the 
confines of received knowledge, visual perception and 
representational abstractions. In a world where perception 
and abstraction are regularly integrated within simulacral 
sign systems (encouraged by a predominance of passive 
consumption), Drebert’s project requires us to imagine 
for ourselves what he means and how he means it. Given 
this, the work might actually succeed in being a modest 
kind of fire-starter (with all sorts of violent revolutionary 
baggage knowingly attached). In a society over-determined 
by the exchange of information-commodities and the 
accumulation of capital, Drebert’s playful provocation 
infers a space outside of this economy. The poster directs 
us to ourselves as the active agents of this autonomy. 

Available Light doesn’t subject us to constructs. We are 
not required to have any a priori knowledge of particular 
art histories or cultural practices. Recognizing the visual 
associations I’ve described is not entirely necessary. We 
can be innocent of contemporary art and any number of 
socio-political histories while being an integral part of 
defining the work in fun and intelligent ways. The project 
needs us to give it meaning. Anybody can do it. We don’t 
need to be told what it is or how we should understand it 
to engage with it productively. The work is graciously direct 
in its status as art, avoiding exploitative manipulations of 
those who stop to read it. 

I’m reminded of Douglas Heubler’s variable pieces or 
Martha Rosler’s The Bowery In Two Inadequate Descriptive 
Systems. The “true subject” of these works can be argued 
as existing in what remains unrepresentable. These absent 
subjects are imagined by the viewer through recognitions 
of lack in the utilized representationa forms (image 
and text) and their inter-relationship. This inadequacy 
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(of representation, narrative, authorial control and the 
integrity of signs), with all its radically conceptual and anti-
authoritarian implications, survives in Available Light as a 
means of engendering the active participation of others. 

Another grafitti scrawl comes to mind: Power to the People!
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