
Birgit Rathsmann + Becket Bowes talk about his exhibiton 
Failure Canon (2010)at Rachel Uffner Gallery

Description
“Failure Canon” (2010)
Eight silk-screened paintings on Di-bond Aluminum are based on an academic 
paper, entitled “The Failure of Interpolation in Modal Logics”(1998). Six 
paintings look like printer's proofs of four pages from the article. The 
remaining two paintings show blank pages. The paintings have been made 
using a hand-made silk-screen in which the text, scanned and prepared in 
the computer has been plotted on vinyl sticker, peeled to create a stencil, 
and affixed to a screen through which the paint is passed by hand. The 
paintings hang in two rows, each from one screw in the upper right hand 
corner, which makes it awkward to read the very dense and opaque text.

"Der tatsächliche Lauf der Dinge" (2010)
121 domino pieces painted flat in non-primary colors (repeated in the 
"proofing colors" on the paintings), arranged in a single row along the 
long wall of the gallery, too far apart to interact.

And: a three-seat couch with a dark wooden frame and pale yellow upholstery 
embossed with a modernist pattern. The couch is missing it's legs on the 
left side. While it's possible to sit on it, it's a bit awkward.  



Birgit: Do you think of the objects in this show as one piece or as several 
pieces?

Becket: They are several pieces around the theme of failure.

Birgit: What is the purpose of the couch?

Becket: I like having a place to sit in a gallery. It's not meant to make 
the space into a domestic space. I like the way in which the gallery space 
sets objects apart, and calls special attention to them.

Birgit: On the surface, the show is totally conceptual. But maybe we’re not 
accustomed to conceptual work involving a labor-intensive process like the 
one you used here.

Becket: Yes, I could have made the paintings with a silk-screen. I like 
Moholy-Nagy's telephone paintings as the earliest conceptual art (if you go 
with Sol Lewitt's definition), but they are also some of the first purely 
abstract works. I was really fascinated when I went to the Bauhaus show (at 
MOMA, winter 2009). Those paintings are beautiful and at that moment, ab-
stract was conceptual and conceptual was abstract. I am actually more in-
terested in how my show works as an abstract show.

Birgit: In what way?

Becket: In the way that in recent years, conceptual has come to mean that 
it's got an idea or theme behind it. I am working with the theme of failure 
and there are conceptual stratagems in play here, but at the same time, the 
paintings are so opaque. At first, they draw you in but then they push you 
back. At that point, the only way to read them is as abstract paintings.

And that's what really interests me about failure: it's part of the problem 
and part of the solution: all you can do is just look at it and appreciate 
it.

When I have papers hanging on my wall 
the way these paintings are hanging on 
the wall, there is something beautiful 
about it, similar to a closed book or a 
library. It's got the weight of all 
this knowledge, not all of which is 
accessible but you know this amazing 
thought process took place. Making the 
paintings is just a way of focusing 
attention on something and making it 
physical. And hopefully by giving my 
attention to it, other people under-
stand how I found that thing, which is 
abstract and painterly.  
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Birgit: What role does the labor play in these pieces?

Becket: In a way, it's mostly personal. I don't think that most people 
would see the difference between the way I did these paintings and the way 
I could have called these paintings in. I could have called these paintings 
in and have them be almost exactly the same. I am good enough at communica-
tion, at having things produced. It's mostly a personal thing. I just want 
to invest in this, and I like the studio time and I like that there is this 
investment on my part.

You just sit there, you pay attention to this thing and it becomes more 
valuable to you.

Birgit: The reaction I had to it, while you were doing it, was almost like 
you were a monk meditating in a cave.

Becket: But it's really not self-flagellation. It's very satisfying, too. 
The process of picking these letters, there is just a puerile joy in it, 
like putting glue on your hand and peeling it off. There is some alone 
time, but it's definitely not torturous, or about hurting myself.

Birgit: The pieces are pretty direct about a specific take on failure, 
which is not an attitude of pretend failure, or a gesture towards failure, 
or making a joke about it. They are little bit funny.

Becket: They're funny in a way that no one would ever laugh about.

Birgit: Yes. There is  joy in their material, they really have personality 
in their failure. It's beyond being funny or just a gesture. I empathize 
with the couch and with the dominos.
 
Becket: I feel like the couch and the dominoes are so much more narrative 
than the paintings.
The paintings are very ab-
stract, and the couch and the 
dominoes are very figurative.
There is a way of understand-
ing the dominos and the couch, 
a way of identifying with 
them, that you can't do with 
the paintings.
 
The best you can do with the 
paintings is to just find them 
beautiful. And they are hang-
ing by one screw, and upside 
down, which has a sort of nar-
rative quality.  
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Becket: At the same time, the failure in the paintings comes from the fail-
ure of their being read by the viewer. The paintings expect a lot more of 
the viewer, which is to arrive at a place where they can consider something 
which is opaque to them as being beautiful.

This idea of abstraction as failure is something that I think about. The 
reaction that the first audiences had to the first abstract paintings: "oh, 
that's beautiful, what is that supposed to be?" And sometimes that's just 
not the right question to ask.

That same sense of abstraction happens in most of the art that I like. You 
have an experience that's so outside of your ken that you don't know what 
to do with it, and you're forced to let go of something in your brain that 
demands understanding. You find something beautiful but you don't under-
stand it. 
There is a failure there, and there is everything there. You could spend 
the rest of your life in that state. I would be perfectly happy to do that. 
I don't understand what's going on around me for the most part. I still 
couldn't reconstruct a combustion engine and I drive cars all the time. 
That state of fascination with something is an abstract state. When I go 
see the shows that really affect me, that's usually how they work, and 
that's what I'm aiming for with this show. That sense of abstraction, that 
sense of pulling back from something, the sense of distance from something 
where you love it, but you can't have it. 
And yet, that's enough.

Birgit: And it's also really personal.

Becket: Yes, it's completely personal, to the point of opacity. The way I'm 
trying to communicate with everybody else is to say: “look I can't communi-
cate with you. There is a failure for us to understand each other, no 
matter what. I have to live with that, and so should you.”

“Failure Cannon” at Rachel Uffner Gallery (04/11/10-05/16/10)

Becket Bowes website: http://www.foreigncultureinstitute.com/index.html 
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