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What's the Use? Practic ing Art , Knowledge, and Use 

Time Spent 
Melinda Guillen 

Five days may not seem like a long enough 

time to develop a firm grasp of any particular 

durational project. But that is not the 

goal of this text. Nor is it the aim of the 

experimental writing and research project 

that art historian Grant Kester and curator 

Lucia Sanroman presented me with. 

For it I flew to Chicago, with my co-researcher 

Arlene Raven and Lucy Lippard and the larger 
feminist social movement, in which the notion of 
dialogic exchange-what we now call 'dialog ical 
aesthetics'-seem to share a direct relationship 
to feminist consc iousness-rais ing strategies. 
Renowned black feminist theorist bell hooks 
reflected on the process of consciousness­
raising, noting that, 'In small groups, individuals 
do not need to be equally literate or literate 

Christina Aushana, to research artist Laurie Jo at all because the informat ion is primarily 
Reynolds and th e Tamms Year Ten campaign shared through conve rsat ion, in dia logue 
(TY10). I should start with my own critical stakes. which is necessarily a liberatory expression.' 1 

Much of my interest in soc ially engaged practice 
has been the critical methodologies with which 
we assess these practices and the positions 
we take in their analyses. Rather than attempt 
to invent a new model of criticism, I've often 
returned to the tenets of feminist art criticism 
from the 1970s. The ideas of figures such as 
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The shared theoretical relat ionship between 
feminist consciousness-raising and dialogical 
processes informs the two elements of Laurie 
Jo's practice that I reflect on here: the artist 

1 bell hooks . Talking Bock: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Block 
(New York : South End Press, 1989), p. 24 . 
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Fig 5 Laurie Jo Reynolds, Legislative Mantra Cards and Callin g 
Cards, 2009 -p resent 
Rather than imp lementing policies proven to reduce sexual 
vio lence and abuse , our lawmakers can't resist tough-sounding 
laws th at will help them win reelection. Legislators often admit 
these bills are wrong , but they can 't resist voting for them. These 
mantra cards encourage th em to tight th is addiction: 'I can be 
tough-on-crime and sti ll not vote for any more sex offender 
restrictions. People wi ll still like me if I don't vote for any more 
sex offender restri ctions .' These cal ling cards, fashioned after 
th ose used by deaf people on subways , and in homage to Adrian 
Piper, were made to prompt dialogue about the st resses of being 
on a public registry. One starts, 'Dear Friend, I am a sex offender. 
I know you did not realize that when you .. .' Another begins, 
'Dear Neighbor, I know you recognize me from the sex offender 
registry .. .' 

as fac ilitator (and its inherent problems) and 
the dialogica l labour of the TY10. 

During my first week in Chicago, Laurie 
Jo was invite d by the Family Justice Center 
at Northwestern University's School of Law 
Building discuss th e 'non-t raditional forms of 
organizatio n' t hat she has used to pursue prison 
reform, so that the centre cou ld conside r new 
strategies fo r th eir major area of focus: juvenile 
incarce ration issues. While Laurie Jo has a lot 
of such meet ings on her schedule, the centre 
is doing groundb reaking work to advocate for 
youth who have been given life sentences, and 
some of the TY10 mothers fit into this category. 
So this group is a part icular favourite of the 
campaign. This high level of code-switc hing 
is cent ral to the dialogica l function of Laurie 
Jo's work. It is part of what constitutes her 
reputation as a dynamic and savvy organizer. 
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Fig 6 Tamms Year Ten Family Room 
The 2013 closing of Tamms supermax prison in southern Illinois 
marked a major victory for Tamms Year Ten (TY10), the volunteer 
grassroots legislative campaign initiated by men in Tamms, their 
families , and artists. That year, TY10's primary goal was to re-elect 
Illinois Governor Pat Quinn who closed the Tamms supermax , three 
other prison s, abolished the state' s death penalty , 'banned the 
box,' and signed several 'Second Chance' bills. Returning to the 
space in the Sullivan Galleries at the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago that housed their TY10 Campaign Office (which served 
as the hub of the 2012 closu re effort s), family members and 
men formerly incarcerated in Tamms created a living room out 
of furn iture and objects from the ir home. After the 4 November 
election, the family members used th e gallery as a meeting site 
to access the past, estab lish closure for TY10, and make plans for 
the future. 

Laurie Jo's art pract ice is primarily dialogical 
and she is able to navigate various social and 
political realms, be it talking on the phone to 
wardens in Illinois area prisons or advising 
advocacy groups and lobbyists . It is precise ly 
her ident ification as an artist that makes t he 
large and successful network of TY10 possible. 
It was apparent to me that whi le various offic ials, 
advocacy groups, and non-profi ts are rest ricted 
to the ir respective mission stateme nts, board 
interests, and other institutio nal and political 
commitments, Laurie Jo 'the art ist' can advance 
the goals of TY10 by creat ing allies and 
supporters among these comparably stagnant 
organizations and institutio ns, with which she 
is affiliated. As an artis t , she is independent of 
the institutional hang-ups experienced by many 
advocacy groups and can remain responsive 
with her tactics. This ability is further enhanced 
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Fig 7 Mothe rs of Men in Tamms Supermax at t he 
I AM A MOM March 

Mothe rs of men in isolation at Tamms supermax protest the guards 
union AFSCME for suppo rt ing a prison condemned by inte rnat ional 
human rights monitors. Their signs are based on the 'I AM A MAN' 

placards first used by strikin g AFSCME sanitation workers, whom 
Mart in Luther King, Jr. supported just before he was assassinated 
in Memphis in 7968. The mothers said that clos ing Tamms is 
about human digni ty, not jobs , and reiterated King's message that 
worke rs' right s and human rights are insepa rable. They marched 
to AFSCME headquart ers on 4 April 2012, the 44th anniversary 
of King' s death, and told the crowd, 'Human suffering cannot be 
the basis of th e south ern Illinois economy.' Geneva Mullins , Rose 
Sifuentes, and Brenda Smith are pictured in the front. Their sons 
spent nine, eight, and fourt een years respect ively in isolation at 
Tamms before Governor Quinn closed the prison. 

by prevail ing notion s of the 'neutrality ' (or th e 
unthr eatening nature) of arti sts in gene ral, and 
is cent ral to what enables Laurie Jo to advance 
the goals of TY10 among its expansive network . 

However. we should remember that Laurie 
Jo herself is an art worker and is subject to the 
same systems of valuatio n present ly placed on 
art ist ic product ion within the larger schema of 
opaque economic distr ibuti on and precariou s 
labour in art economies. I'd like to consider 
the break betwee n the 'be hind-the -scenes' 
work (t radit ionally referred to as 'process') 
in her pract ice and the public face of her 
presence at meeting s, lect ures, and rallies 
(or the 'pe rformance' or 'encount er') as an 
example of a femini zed form of labour. After a 
meeting at Northwe stern University, Christi na 
and I sat dow n with Laurie Jo as she looked at 
t he schedule for t he following day. We were 
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Fig 8 Performance at the Creative Time Summit : Art, 
Place & Dislocation in the 21st Century City. New York City, 
October 25, 2013 

In 2013, four TYlO members, Reginald 'Akkeem' Berry, Sr., Darrell 
Cannon, Laurie Jo Reynolds, and Brenda Townsend accepted the 
Leonore Annen berg Prize for Art and Social Change at the Creative 
Time Summit . At the event, the two former Tamms prisone rs and a 
mothe r of a prisoner perfo rmed a unforgettab le act of enduran ce: 
Darrell and Akkeem stood on stage one minute fo r each year they 
were in solitary at Tamms, and Brenda stood for her son. The men 
walked away after eight and nine minutes; Brenda was on stage 
fo r fourteen. In prison, in political struggle, and in performa nce, 
the medium is time. 

amazed by how ofte n she is in communicat ion 
with various peop le throughout t he day, and 
asked her how she keeps track of not only 
the e-ma ils and phone calls but also thei r 
outcomes, as they come to affect the overall 
goals of the campa ign. On her laptop, she pulled 
up a met iculous ly colo ur-coded spreadsheet 
document, wit h various names, dates, and 
multip le othe r colum ns and casual ly joked, 
'My art is spreadsheets.' This spreads heet 
and other necessary organizatio nal elements 
in dialogica l practices are seldom recognized 
as a crucial compo nent . Laurie Jo's labour for 
TY10 is uncompe nsated . When she adv ises 
ot her non-profits, she effectiv ely allows her 
own energies and insp iratio n to be appropriated 
by t hese inst itut ions, at her own expense. This 
tendency toward 'f ree cons ultatio n' is not 
ent irely dissimi lar to the art wor ld's propensity 
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Fig 9 Sisters of Men in Tamms Supermax at the 
I AM A MOM March 

for artist ic labour to be uncompensated in the 
name of 'exposure .' Perhaps what also leads us 
to overlook this type of work crit ically, I wonder, 
is the failure to recog nize its inextricable ties 
to administ rati ve forms of labour, partic ularly 
secretar ial and other femi nized forms of work 
within post-war institutional structures. 

These fo rms of fem inized labour in socia lly 
engaged pract ices can challenge our own 
investment in the single, glorified culminating 
moment of success in a given project-the 
closure of Tamms Correctional Center in t his 
case- revealing instead an ongo ing gradua l 
process that can not be valorized into a single 
moment. The closure of the prison faci lity was 
undoubt edly the goal of the entire campaign 
and presently, Laurie Jo is working with her 
collaborators to envision a new set of goals and 
issues to address going fo rward. However, it is 
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Fig 10 Mud Stencil Campaign 
Two people passing by are drawn to look at a mud stenci l outside 
the Modern Wing of the School of the Art Institut e of Chicago, 
part of a tactical media project for Tamms Year Ten led by Nicolas 
Lampert and Jesse Graves to publicize the torture at Tamms. 
Teams of activists travelled to the city with buckets of mud and 
tagged walls and sidewal ks with the state ment 'End Torture in 
Illinois .· No permission was asked or given for thi s eco-f riendly 
graffiti. The action brought national and local press attention to 
the legislative effort. 

unlike ly (or perhaps unreasonable to expect) 
t hat such a monumental accomp lishmen t 
is on the horizon again for TY10. What is 
necessary here, is to not simply move away 
from the compulsion to only validate practices 
by paradoxically reducing them to a singular 
spectac ular moment, or that which we perceive 
of as 'concret e change.' Instead, we need to 
reth ink our own understa nding and evaluation 
of what are typically perceived as banal detai ls, 
like follow-up phone calls and spreadsheets. 
It's necessary fo r us to begin to recog nize t hese 
minuti ae as crucial aspects of a comp lex mode of 
cultural production and personal transformation 
through partic ipation and social progress. 

The fact that Laurie Jo's practice can be 
understood, in part, through the concept of 
feminized forms of labour is not to suggest t hat 
she, as an art ist, does not possess art wor ld 
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Fig 11 Drawing of Tamms Supermax being destroyed by a 
wreck ing ball with aliens overhead 
This drawing was made by a boy whose father was held in Tamms 
as he ant icipat ed the closure of the supe rmax. Once it closed, 
Tamms Year Ten sent a copy of the drawing as a New Year's Day 
card, signed by voluntee rs, to each man transfer red from Tamms 
to othe r prisons . The response was tremendous. 

influence. In 2013, she received the Leonore 
Annen berg Prize for Art and Social Change from 
Creative Time, in addition to exhibition and 
reside ncy comm itments. I want to emphasize 
Laurie Jo's leverage of the resources offered 
to her specifica lly to further the larger goals 
of the TY10 campaign. Thus, when offered a 

show of photographs at the Sullivan Galleries 
in 2012, she instead organized an exhi bition 
called the Tamms Year Ten Campaign Office 
and essent ially became an art ist-in-res idence . 
Making the ongo ing organizational process of 
the TY10 campaign indist inguishabl e from what 
would otherwise take the form of a stand-alone 
exhib ition-as-a rchive, Laurie Jo used her position 
as an art ist to expand the exhibiti on platform and 
have the Schoo l of the Art Inst itute of Chicago 
(SAIC) serve as the hub for the ongoing effort s 
of the TY10 campaign. This included sto ring 
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Fig 12 Tamms Year Ten Campaign Office 
In 2012, the School of the Art Institute of Chicago exhibition 
Tamms Year Ten Campaign Office , in the Sullivan Galleries, served 
as the hub for the campaign to close the supermax. The office 
contained all the tiles and ephemera from the then five-year-long 
political battle and was the site of an active campaign. Volunteers 
met and worked around the clock while gallery visitors stopped by 
to observe, ask questions, and even sit down and help. 

and exhib iting all the fi les and ephemera from 
the then five-year-old project. Most notably, the 
SAIC site became the organizational meet ing 
space for t he campaign vo lunteers, many of 
whom were mothers of Tamms inmates and 
others who were stud ents at SAIC. Making 
the SAIC the central hub of the project while 
regular gallery visitatio n hours were mainta ined 
revealed, at least in part , the unremitting 
nature of the work required to sustain the TY10 
campaign for Laurie Jo and her collabo rators.2 

2 This 'art site ' was such a small part of my visit to Chicago that 
I do not wish to give it more weight than is necessary despite it 
seeming most relevant in th is context . 
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